Interventions to Promote Positive Behaviour in a Educational Setting with Children Diagnosed with Autism

[bookmark: _Hlk65142213]There are many interventions devised and incorporated into educational settings in order to promote positive behaviour within the classroom. Good behaviour management is essential in order to create an environment suitable for teaching and learning. A positive teaching environment can quickly change into one that is displaying challenging behaviours and all members of staff need to be fully equipped for when such problems arise (Morgan & Ellis, 2011). This essay will discuss a challenging behaviour as well interventions used widely in educational settings, in order to promote positive behaviour and reduce undesired behaviours. The interventions discussed are used daily in the Author’s setting and are essential in keeping a suitable, calm setting for learning. Autism (ASD) is becoming a more dominant development disability with one in one hundred people being diagnosed on the autistic spectrum. As more children are being diagnosed with autism, it is highly likely that each teacher will experience a time where they will teach an autistic child. Autism refers to “a broad range of conditions characterised by challenges with social skills, repetitive behaviours, speech and nonverbal communication” (Autism Speaks, 2021). The Author has worked with many individuals who are diagnosed with a range of disabilities and is currently employed as a learning support assistant in a special educational needs school, referred to as School A. Within the Author’s current setting, she engages with a number of children who are diagnosed with autism daily. The Author refers to two children in her classroom as Child A and Child B, who are both diagnosed with autism and display challenging behaviours often. 

As autism is a spectrum disorder, each individual has their own set of strengths and weaknesses. Some people diagnosed with autism need very little help in their day to day lives, whereas another individual could require significant support each day (Autism Speaks, 2021). Autistic people perceive the world in different ways because their brains are wired differently, causing them to be hypersensitive or hyposensitive to aspects of their environment. Sensory overload is often the key factor to the negative responses and behaviours displayed by the person. fMRI research shows that underconnectivity between various areas of the brain of an autistic person leads to a lack of inhibition and impulse control which leads to the need for rigid routine, inappropriate behaviour and narrow interests (Canavan, 2016). “By making adjustments to the pupil’s environment and allowances for the pupil’s hypersensitivities, you will enhance their ability to learn by dampening the physical impact of sensory overload” (Canavan, 2016: 48). 
Challenging and disruptive behaviours take up a large amount of the teacher’s time, which impacts the teacher’s ability to teach the whole class. All children are entitled to have an opportunity to learn without interference or disruption from others in order to grow and become lifelong, independent learners. However, this is not always the case. Challenging behaviour shifts the focus of the teacher from delivering high-quality teaching to the disruptive behaviour which becomes the main focus of attention (Morgan & Ellis, 2011). Students will have to wait for the teacher to deal with the behaviour before being able to restart the lesson, impacting the learning process for children in the classroom. Constant interruptions can lead to a lack of focus and completion of work, which could negatively affect the grades the children receive but can also encourage other students to act in a similar way (MOE, 2015). School A’s policy states the importance of pupil and staff safety and has interventions in place to minimise the risk of a child harming themselves, others or damaging property. These include providing the pupil with a choice of locations to retreat to, removing the audience into another space, giving clear directions and time out (School A, 2019). The Author regularly experiences situations in School A that result in all children being removed from the classroom, to minimise the risk of injury and to prevent escalation from the pupil portraying negative behaviour. The teacher is expected to deal with the negative behaviour, resulting in all the other children having a substantial amount of time not being taught.

There are many interventions devised to promote positive behaviour and to diminish negative behaviours. B.F Skinner proposed that in animals, including humans the repertoire of behaviour can be modified using operant conditioning. Ivor Lovaas drew on the work of many psychologists, including B.F Skinner to evolve the Applied Behavioural Analysis (ABA). ABA is an intervention for autism in which operant conditioning is used to reduce challenging behaviours and to reinforce desirable behaviours. The reinforcement needs to be a positive outcome for the child, for example their favourite activity or snack (Roth & Rowell 2020). By reinforcing good behaviour, you will continue to help the children rise to the expectations to receive the reward again. The rewards system is most effective if their main priority is to improve behaviour for learning (DfES, 2005). School A has great emphasis on the development of positive behaviour and using a range of strategies to promote good behaviour. These include the use of praise, rewards, ‘working towards’ visual supports, and celebration assemblies. This stems from the belief that rewarding good behaviour impacts the children’s behaviour more effectively than reprimanding negative behaviour (School A, 2017). From the author’s personal experience, Child A uses a visual ‘working towards’ chart which enables her to gain stickers for a reward, known as ‘choosing time’. The reward is completely her decision and usually involves YouTube or looking at her family photos at the end of the day. Child A would need to complete five activities throughout the day to gain five stickers. However, if Child A displays negative behaviour, a sticker can be taken away and another task added to her routine board to complete or if the behaviour is severe, she loses choosing time for that day. This has dramatically improved the way Child A manages her behaviour in the classroom and is starting to stray from the chart as her behaviour patterns are improving. 

Research shows that most behavioural problems occur as a result of a lack of structure within the classroom. Routines help to structure the day and creates positive patterns enabling the classroom to minimise challenging behaviours and to become a safe place to learn (Morgan & Ellis, 2011). Children diagnosed with autism feel safe and secure where this is a predictable and consistent routine in place. “Consistent, predictable routines and structure are very important for autistic people and a change to routine can become very distressing” (NAS, 2021). To create a well-structured routine, a daily routine board should be created and kept in a place visible for all students to refer to throughout the day. Teachers should go over the daily routine with the children and ensure they have a full understanding of what is happening (Morgan & Ellis, 2011). In the Author’s workplace, visual routine boards are essential in creating a calm atmosphere, where the children can see what activities are taking place each day and in what order they are going to happen. Child B relies greatly on the class visual timetable as well as a now and next card. He will study the timetable as soon as he comes into school and is very likely to respond with challenging behaviour if there is a change to the routine. Adults associated with autistic children can make their lives much less stressful if they are able to understand the child’s routine and stick to it as much as possible. By doing so, you minimise the chances of the child experiencing a meltdown or unnecessary stress (ABA, 2020). 

Research suggests that to promote positive behaviour schools should adopt a whole-school approach with an effective behaviour policy which provides clear guidelines on rules, positive reinforcements, correctives and how to implement them. Rules are essential in creating boundaries and providing the children with expectations to what is acceptable behaviour. By involving the children in creating and displaying the class rules, it gives them ownership and are more likely to adhere to their own rules (Morgan & Ellis 2011). Shelton & Brownhill (2008) suggest that to be able to create a strategy to minimise the frequency of the negative behaviour, you must first identify the factors that are causing the child’s behaviour. Once the specific factors have been identified, teachers are then in a strong position to put strategies in place to manage the behaviour. 

To conclude, challenging behaviour is a form of communication from the child and is displayed for a reason. Autism is becoming a more dominant disability with research evidence showing that those children medically assessed as having autism have increased cases of challenging behaviours, including verbal and physical abuse, being disruptive and withdrawn (Ofsted, 2005). To promote positive behaviour, it is important that the teacher’s main focus is on the desirable behaviours that they want to see and not the negative behaviours they wish to prevent (Morgan & Ellis, 2011). Good schools participate in a whole-school approach with an effective behaviour policy, which provides clear guild lines and rules on the use of rewards and sanctions and how to implement them accordingly. There are many factors that influence children’s behaviour in different ways and not all interventions will work for every child. The use of positive reinforcements will encourage the child to display the positive behaviour more often in order to receive the reward (DfES, 2005). Routines are essential in creating a calm environment that is suitable for teaching and learning, especially for those diagnosed with autism. The Elton Report states that “Reducing bad behaviour is a realistic aim. Eliminating it completely is not” (DES, 1989: 65). 
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