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Why is early support for children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder beneficial for their development? 
Abstract
[bookmark: _Int_6x1G3eJH][bookmark: _Int_9htE7tKG]Children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder have differences in their brain compared to their neurotypical peers, these differences can cause challenging behaviours and communication deficits which can impact on their overall development. Due to personal interests to the researcher, who has lived experiences on supporting a child with Autistic Spectrum Disorder, this research will focus on gathering information to support that early years support and intervention programs are beneficial to a child’s development who has Autistic Spectrum Disorder. The researcher will look at children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder and their neurotypical peers and gather information to look at any differences between the two academically. The researcher will also involve parents of children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder and adults that have the disorder, which will provide the research with information regarding the amount and type of support their child or themselves received. The researcher believes it is important to identify if early intervention for children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder is beneficial, as this can ensure they are provided with the best start in life. The researcher will use a mixed- method triangulation approach for their study, including questionnaires, observations and data collection, with different sample sizes as this will provide a wider range of information. The researcher will also consider the different ethical considerations revolving around research studies, such as participation consent, risks that are involved with the studies, how data will be collected and stored in line with guidelines and how to protect confidentiality of the participants.



Literature Review
This literature review explores early years support in children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder and why this can be beneficial to the child’s development. According to CDC (2022), due to differences in the brain Autistic Spectrum Disorder is a developmental disability, which can include a range of issues such as social and communication issues as well as repetitive and restrictive interests and behaviours which may cause differences in the way children learn and interact with others.
Thompson et al. (2021) cites that there are many challenges when it comes to teaching children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder due to repetitive and restrictive behaviours and communication deficits. These can impact on the child’s development as the child may, for example, find it difficult to follow instructions and they may also have impaired literacy skills. However, it is suggested that these limitations can be supported by using interventions that support the way children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder learn. 
Additionally, Ploszaj (2024) states that early intervention for children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder is likely to be more beneficial if it is initiated before the child is 3 years of age. This is suggested as during the early years of life a child’s brain’s plasticity enables accelerated changes in neuronal structures and networks, which influences cognitive, language and social development. Also, to ensure that interventions can be successful, practitioners must involve the child’s family so the child receives the same interaction patterns at home and in the early years setting. 
Furthermore, Henry and Solari (2022) suggests that the ability for a child to understand the meaning of what they read is vital for their overall academic success and that children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder may have impairments in their reading comprehension. Compared to 10% of their neurotypical peers, 37% to 65% of children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder were identified as having poor comprehension, according to data. It is suggested that using four different strategies practitioners can help children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder understand what they are reading in fictional texts and these children will be able to make conclusions regarding how characters feel and think. These strategies are, activating key social background knowledge, encourage students to explore series and familiar genres, identifying and providing explicit instruction in figurative expressions and using graphic organisers to support perspective thinking.
[bookmark: _Int_EyFebZK0][bookmark: _Int_wf03iSnQ]According to Bronnikov et al. (2022) when a child in the Perm Region of Russia is diagnosed with Autistic Spectrum Disorder the child and their family receive support under the Denver Early Intervention Model program, which will aid in creating an early care program that is individual to the child. The child will also go through in-depth assessments which will determine what level the child is at and what the interventions goals should be. The intervention runs over 12 week increments, after each increment the child will be assessed again to see if they have reached the goals set out in the intervention. If the child has reached these goals, then new goals will be set out for the next 12 weeks. At the end of the early care program a final diagnosis is conducted to determine the child’s level of development, parents are then provided with recommendations for any further support the child may need. 
[bookmark: _Int_EE4l1HxP][bookmark: _Int_9OO6w6F7][bookmark: _Int_mb1HI7GY]Furthermore, Waddington et al. (2023) states that when goals for children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder are being made, they need to be meaningful to the individual child. Across Australia and New Zealand 122 adults that included, autistic adults, parents of autistic children and other adults that support children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder, completed a survey which looked at opinions on what support goals are important. The participants in this study commonly rated sharing toys, holding a pencil and identifying letters as a higher priority than the use of toys and pretend play. These participants believed that support goals for children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder should consider and focus on the child’s interests and strengths, as well as changing the environment and supporting adults involved with the child. It is suggested that the main priority for any early years interventions and support should be the child’s quality of life. Although there is need in research to establish valid and reliable measures of what quality of life for children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder looks like and include this in studies on the effects of early years support. 
Methodological Considerations
The researcher’s study will be to develop more of an understanding of why early years support for children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder is important to children’s development. The researcher explored the mixed method approach of triangulation and believed that this would be the most appropriate method to use for their study, as according to Helen and Roberta (2019) the triangulation method is used in research to enhance the credibility and validity of the research and its findings. By using triangulation, researchers can overcome biases, which can arise when using single methods. This is due to combining theories and different methods, or by using different observation types in a study. Triangulation can also be used to explore more complex behaviours by using different methods, which is the researcher's idea for using triangulation in the study below. Additionally, Uwe (2018) states that when using triangulation researchers can explore several sub-projects and then compare the results. Both qualitative and quantitative methods can be used for the sub-projects, although triangulation is most often used in qualitative studies. The aim of using triangulation would be for the results of the studies, using different methods, will support the same conclusion., or that the data provides results from different aspects of the topic which lead to a wider picture for the study.
With keeping the triangulation method in mind, the researcher will conduct three studies, one will be a survey, which will gather information on children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder and if they received support, if they did what support they received and for how long and if they feel that this support was beneficial. The researcher has chosen the method of a survey as Hammond and Wellington (2021) states that the idea of using a survey for research is to, quickly and easily, gather quantitative information to determine how people think and feel about the chosen subject by using open ended questions. This information can be used and cross-referenced with other research methods, which is the idea in the researcher’s studies. Furthermore, according to O’Dwyer and Bernauer (2016), using quantitative methods when gathering information from a particular group of individuals, like in the researcher’s study, is more useful than using qualitative methods as quantitative methods use precise data collected from these individuals regarding the topic in question. 
The survey will be given to 100 parents of children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder, 100 Adults with Autistic Spectrum Disorder and 30 secondary school children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder aged 14 to 15. Half of the sample would have been provided with early years support and half of the sample would have not received early years support. The researcher has chosen this form of probability sampling to gather a wider range of understanding on whether children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder have been provided with early years support and interventions and if they themselves and their family members believe this support has helped them. National Library of Medicine (2017) states that systematic random sampling is a form of probability sampling method. With this method subjects are chosen using a systematic rule, for this research the rule is children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder, and then a fixed interval. Therefore, researchers can start the research with choosing at random and then moving on to systematically choosing the next subjects based on the fixed interval rule. 
However, Zapata-Barrero and Yalaz (2018) state that when researching, surveys can limit the responses given by the subjects and therefore not provide the researcher with a clear understanding of how the subjects think or feel. It would therefore be beneficial, to the research, for the researcher to avoid using yes or no questions, if using surveys, and to use open-ended questions instead so that the subjects are able to give a more detailed and personal response. 
[bookmark: _Int_a57W0PHF]The second study the researcher is going to conduct is an observation in two different settings, one which follows a planned intervention program, similar to the one discussed in the literature review, for children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder and one that does not follow a planned intervention program. The researcher has chosen this method as Lambert (2019) suggests that observations provide researchers with a closer understanding of real-life occurrences. During observations, researchers have the opportunity to take notes on not only the subjects by also on the way staff members interact with the children or how the staff members are used in the classroom, as well as the organisation of an activity and the classroom environment. Observing all these aspects aid the researcher in gaining an overall view of the situation, which will be beneficial to the above study where the researcher is looking at different settings and how the children in with Autistic Spectrum Disorder are supported in each setting. 
This study will observe 10 children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder from each setting and observe the way they interact with their neurotypical peers and practitioners in the setting, it will observe the environment in which they learn, how they follow instructions and if they engage in learning activities. The researcher has chosen this type of non-probability sampling for this study to see whether the children who are provided an early years intervention program are more engaged in learning and socialising with their peers than those who are not supported. According to Tang (2020), purposive sampling is a type of non-probability sampling method. With this method, researchers select a particular group of subjects for the research based on their knowledge and judgement on the topic. The researcher in this study is looking to measure the differences between the two groups selected to add to the other studies. Tang (2020) adds that observations gain qualitative findings as observations are usually based on experience and are perspective based. 
However, Newcastle University (no date) states that there are some limitations to observation methods when researching. These include the amount of time the data collection can take the researcher to conduct, bias by the observer and a possible higher level of ethical considerations. These ethical considerations will be discussed further on in this article.
The third study will be an extended study from the second and focus on looking at data, which will be test and exam results of children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder from the two different settings in the second study. The data will be analysed to look at the differences in results between the two settings, if any. The researcher has chosen this qualitative method for the research as Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) suggest that data collection from tests can be analysed to provide researchers with a child’s strengths, weaknesses and any difficulties that they may have and can also measure a child’s potential. This can provide researchers with the child’s current knowledge and understanding. Although it must be noted that the reliability of the tests may be a limiting factor, this is due to the stability and the consistency of test results. For example, test results can be inconsistent if there are different assessors assessing them, to avoid this and to keep consistency throughout assessing the test results it would be beneficial to have one individual carrying out the assessments.
The researcher explored other research methods, such as interviews, however the researcher has chosen not to use this method as they did not regard it as being suitable for their study as Wilson (2016) states that the focus of an interview is to sit face to face with the participants and ask them a series of questions, this can be daunting to the participants and they may feel uncomfortable and under pressure. Which could result in inconsistent results. Due to the researcher's study involving children diagnosed with Autistic Spectrum Disorder, the researcher feels that this research method is not suitable as an interview could become stressful for them and cause distress, which is not putting the child’s best interests as a top priority and gaining negative results for the study. 
Ethical Considerations
There are many ethical considerations in this study that the researcher must acknowledge to ensure that any potential risks for safeguarding the participant, the researcher and the university, are reduced and to assure that appropriate consent has been obtained prior to the studies. McKenna (2024) states that ethical considerations in research are an integral requirement for all researchers to conduct their studies. The key consideration of ethical principles is for the research study to do no harm to any person involved in the study. 
[bookmark: _Int_67fhN4mw]According to BERA (2018), any individual that is involved with a research study should be treated fairly, with dignity and freedom of prejudice regardless of their age, disability, gender, ethnicity, nationality or any other significant attribute. Researchers are responsible for evaluating their duty of care when collecting data from participants, which ensures that they recognise potential risks in the study and therefore will be able to prepare for and minimise any distress that may arise from them. 
[bookmark: _Int_4dNQpEs3][bookmark: _Int_q18QKUCd]The researcher’s samples of participants are a range of children of different ages and adults who are either parents or have Autistic Spectrum Disorder, therefore the researcher must ensure that there is valid consent or assent from each group of participants. The Medical Research Council (no date) states that consent is when a person who is capable, well-informed, and not under pressure makes a voluntary decision. If a person is capable, they can give consent themselves. If they are not capable then a legally empowered person, such as parent for children, can give consent. Although, even when a child cannot consent alone, they can still be part of the decision-making process with their parents. Assent is a difficult concept, and it is used in various ways, such as compliance by a child as young as three years old, up to the active agreement of a young teenager. Assent refers to the agreement given by a child, or others who are not legally empowered to give consent. When seeking assent, it is crucial to provide children with information that suits their understanding and capacity.
[bookmark: _Int_cnkbmfXN][bookmark: _Int_p24YNC6N]According to BPS (2021), every person that is involved with a research study must freely and voluntarily give consent, the researcher must ensure that the participants are provided with sufficient information on the study to enable them to make an informed decision. The participants should also be able to withdraw or modify the consent that they gave for the study and ask for their contributions to be deconstructed. When gaining consent from a child, the information that is given to them must be at a level that is age appropriate and a level that the child understands, so that the child is able to know what they are agreeing to. It is good practice for the researcher to check scripts for age-appropriate information and use appropriate scripts for different age groups. If the participants are younger children then researchers can consider the use of graphic communication, such as pictograms, which would be more beneficial for the child. 
During this research study, the researcher must evaluate the risks posed by the different studies. Three potential risks have been identified for the children who are participating in the studies, these are disruption to the participating child’s life, safeguarding risks and the main risks for this study as the child participants are diagnosed with Autistic Spectrum Disorder and the results of the research may have a negative effect on that particular group. 
Louca-Mai and Berni (2018) states that when children are involved in research studies it can disrupt their lives, as they have to give up their time that they would be spending on doing other activities, such as play, socialising, work and relaxation. Researchers should always present the study as a choice, and to help minimise the risk of disruption the researcher should respect the child’s schedules and commitments and aim to agree to a preferred time for the child to take part in the study, as well as designing the research around minimising the time it takes the child to complete so they have less time away from their regular commitments. Louca-Mai and Berni (2018) also state that safeguarding can pose a potential risk when children are involved with research studies, there is the risk that the researcher may pose a risk to the child, or the child may bring up a safeguarding issue, where themselves or another child is at risk from harm, during the study. To minimise any safeguarding risks researchers should conduct an assessment of the potential risks of others and any hazards within the study and take appropriate measures to minimise the risks that may arise. Researchers should also ensure all fieldworkers involved in the studies have an up-to-date enhanced criminal record check and that they all have training around safeguarding so they can identify a risk if the child was to bring up an issue. Lastly Louca-Mai and Berni (2018) adds that there could also be a risk of the results in the research being negative to the child participants as well as their parents, and the results potentially being misreported by the media causing negative impacts on the research group. The researcher can aim to minimise this risk by anticipating how their results could be misconstructed and to write the reports of the studies accordingly, as well as involving the children who are participating in the research as research advisors, this may help with the presentation of the results. 
[bookmark: _Int_19Pe24wQ]The researcher also has considered the possibility of potential risks to researchers who are involved in the studies, as well as the University involved with the research study. BERA (2018) states that ensuring the physical and psychological well-being of researchers within the study as a key ethical responsibility for institutions, sponsors, and the researchers themselves. Safety is more of a concern in qualitative research, as researchers may be conducting their research studies in situations that potentially pose a risk to them. To minimise the risk to researcher, when out gathering data via fieldwork, an in-depth risk assessment should be considered when undergoing qualitative research, at a setting for example, and then conducting ongoing monitoring of the safety of the researchers. It is also good practice for researchers to be offered training on researcher safety. The University of Essex (no date) adds that there is a risk to the University of the research study that the study may damage their reputation to the general public, the research community and even to funders and potential of the University. To help avoid any risks that could potentially harm the participants, the researchers or the University, the researcher should use the University’s guidance on ethical conduct and risk assessments. If the risks assessment indicates that there are potentially significant risks within the research studies, then an ethical approval may be needed before the studies can begin. 
The researcher will take these ethical considerations into account for the research studies as to abide by the rights of the child, as UNCRC (no date) states in Article 3 that in all decisions and actions that affect children, their best interests must be the top priority, and in Article 12 that children have the right for their feelings and views to be considered and taken into account regarding matters that affect them. 
[bookmark: _Int_wSQftWyX][bookmark: _Int_WY00z1bK]Another consideration for the researcher is how they collect and store the data from the studies. According to NHMRC (2019), Research data may be all that remains from a research study, therefore it is important to retain the data. Researchers should follow the policies, at their institution, required for retaining data to ensure the data is collected and stored correctly. Policies will include who has ownership and access to the data, and these should be consistent with legislation and guidelines. The requirements also state that computing systems used to store data must be secure. 
[bookmark: _Int_Y16LLJKb]Uk Research and Innovation (No date) states that the processing of personal data in the UK is governed by the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and the UK Data Protection Act 2018. GDPR provides certain allowances for storing data for research purposes, as it acknowledges the potential value that any data from research may have. As long as specific safeguarding measures and data protection principles are upheld then there are some exemptions from purpose and storage limitations that are allowed for research. It is important for the researcher to respect the rights of participants and ensure that their personal data is used as they expect. The requirements about being fair and transparent mean that participants have more control over their personal data, and they know more about how their data is being used and can withdraw their information if they wish to do so. New legislation outlines the transparency information that researchers must provide to their participants and this information must be clear, easy to understand and readily accessible.
The researcher has also considered the confidentiality of the participants in the studies and what steps to take to ensure the identity of the participants is kept confidential. According to Gubrium (2012), confidentiality is the protection of a person's personal data and in research it means that the personal data will only stay between the participant and the researcher. Although, there can be breaches in confidentiality due to deductive disclosure, which is also known as internal confidentiality. This can occur when an individual's traits or experiences can make them identifiable in the research results. For example, if reseach was being conducted in a school and the school’s name was mentioned in the report then it may be possible for teachers to be identified within the report. The researcher can lessen the concern on confidentiality by considering the audience and the purpose of the study and gaining more information on who will be provided with the results of the study. This can then be explained to the participants for them to have a better understanding of who will be viewing the research results. 
The researcher has taken all methodological and ethical considerations into account for their research study, the researcher is hopefully to gain a further understanding of the support that children who have Autistic Spectrum Disorder receive and if this is beneficial to their development. 
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