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Children with additional support needs: inclusion, advocacy and equity


A) early intervention for children with Autism 

According to Smith and Eikeseth (2011) early intervention methods for autism spectrum disorder (ASD) are vastly improving. Lal and Chhabria (2013) explains that to help children with autism, focusing on the child's earliest years of development is essential as this is a crucial time for early learning which affects the child's future. NIH (2017) adds that early interventions can start as early as 2 years of age.  During this time, a child's brain is still forming meaning that treatments have a better chance of working effectively and lasting long term due to the brain being so changeable. 
According to NHS (2019) the start of getting diagnosed with autism is to talk to a GP or school staff as these professionals can refer a child for an autism assessment. NHS (2019) states that a professional will assess a child by watching how the child interacts and plays, speak to parents regarding the development of the child as well as carrying out observation at school. As well as assessments, a child can undergo a screening test. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2020) explains that developmental screening is where a practitioner carries out observation on how a child is developing and a parent is asked to fill out a questionnaire about the child therefore helping with identifying autism. However, a screening intervention might not go to plan as during the questionnaires some parents might not necessarily tell the truth in order get a quicker diagnosis, the professional may not pick up some concerns due to the child knowing he’s being observed, therefore holding back from acting as he normally would, or the screening might not have been used with a reliable tool (MSDE Early Childhood Development, 2016). 
All these interventions are beneficial to children, however during current times with a pandemic, it is proving more difficult to start early interventions. Wilson and Waddell (2020) emphasise that the ongoing pandemic is having profound effects and setbacks for children due to not being able to gain access to services which is adding more waiting time on diagnosis and taking away valuable intervention time for children which goes against all research that says that early intervention is crucial for a child.
Welsh Government (2018, p.28) quotes “The importance of timely identification and of providing appropriate provision as soon as possible for a child or young person with ALN cannot be overemphasised. The earlier action is taken, the more effective the action is likely to be”. However, autism might not be identified in a timely fashion because parents or practitioners might have lack of understanding and knowledge therefore not know that their child is showing specific signs of autism or practitioners might not have had appropriate training. 
Leaf et, al. (2018) agrees with the Welsh Government (2018) and goes onto say that the sooner early interventions and a diagnosis takes place, the greater the chance of having long term positive effects on outcomes later in life as well as professionals knowing the problem therefore implementing correct support through their infant and adolescent life and adds that early diagnosis leads to early intervention therefore meaning, intervention can have such impact and children can make so much progress that they are no longer on the autistic spectrum later on. 
Fernell et, al (2013) also agrees and says the comprehensive aims of early intervention in autism are to improve socialisation, communication, and other mental abilities and to lessen behaviours that can be intense or repetitive while also minimizing any disadvantageous results of the intervention. This can be an advantage to a child with autism as an environment can be created in a structed way with people who have increased knowledge about behaviours associated with ASD.
However, Rogers et, al (2012) explains being diagnosed could mean that the child is having to go to different support schemes such as therapy sessions, potentially making the child feel as though they are labelled differently compared to other children or that they're not included. 
Spiro (2021) adds that early diagnosis and intervention might mean that the child has been misdiagnosed or diagnosed for the wrong ALN because autism is based a lot on communication or lack of it therefore can be misdiagnosed for ADHD or selective mutism therefore there are many advantages and disadvantages of early intervention and diagnosis. 
Welsh Government (2015, pp. 14) states that practitioners' awareness of an additional learning need (ALN) is vital when children start school. Welsh Government (2017:9) quotes that “Any staff member within the education setting may be asked to provide support to learners with healthcare needs...staff members must receive sufficient and suitable training and achieve the necessary level of competence before they take on the responsibility” therefore staff must be trained to work with all children, regardless of their needs. However, if staff haven't had enough training, not just “sufficient” training, then this may be one reason as to why early intervention is not applied as soon as it could be due to the lack of training on picking up signs of ALN which can lead to some implications in a child's early life and support they could be intitled to (Snap Cymru, 2020) 
Adding onto this Whiteman (2020) cited in NAHT (2021) says that the government has cut funding to supporting children with special educational needs therefore children are missing out on the best support system from practitioners due to budget cuts. NASUWT (2021) explains that these buget cuts can affect children with autism as they struggle to access specialist support and the teachers/practitioners rarely or only sometimes receive the support they need to be able to teach learners with an ALN therefore cutting budgets and working hours has lasting effects. 
Some articles from Unicef (no date) link to early intervention with ALN. One related article is article 12 (respect for the views of the child) There is a concern that some adults speak for children with Autism and that they don’t always consider that they can express themselves even though it might not be the same way as the “norm”. Mentally Healthy Schools (no date) states that children can feel a sense of value and enables them to express their views in any way they know how. It also goes onto say that, creating an environment where the child feels safe will allow them to express more views. However, Murray (2019) says some children cannot express their feelings through talking or with words, such as children with ASD, therefore for adults to recognise and understand the types of communication children may use, adults must embody listening, sensitivity and motivational attributes. 



B) barriers 

Devarakonda (2013: 6) quotes that “inclusive education is concerned with removing all barriers to learning, and with the participation of all learners vulnerable to exclusion and marginalisation” therefore if a barrier is hindering children's learning and experience; they are not having equal access to education. 
The social model of disability is where the problem is the disabling world (Barnes, 2012) A barrier that links is, lack of understanding, knowledge and training that practitioners have based on the ASD. 
Daniels (2014) states there are barriers which include lack of training in the medical practitioner's industry for providing care for children with ASD. For instance, a study investigating professionals experiences of identifying and diagnosing ASD showed that further training and educating was needed as expressed by medical practitioners (Fenikilé et al., 2015). However, Roberts and Simpson (2016) notes that lack of ASD training and understanding impacts a child fully participating at school due to factors such as stress and anxiety caused by noise, crowding and other factors, especially changes in routine (Sciutto et al., 2012) that result in negative impacts on a child with ASD behaviour (Iadarola et al., 2015). Dillenburger (2016) says that poorly trained staff can have detrimental effects on children with ASD, stating it can increase anxiety and stress on children's day to day school life. Dillenburger (2014) adds without training, practitioners can struggle to understand how to adapt to children's needs therefore children can grow into adults with limited social and life skills. Drifte (2013) agrees and says that with effective training, practitioners can understand that doing certain things can improve a child's experience. For example, ensuring resources do not trigger sensory overreactions and by involving children with classroom environment and tasks.
Leblanc et al. (2009) states attending some workshops on ASD has significant impact on understanding the needs of children and boosted performance of an inclusive environment. Therefore, lack of training leads to an un inclusive environment that can lead to a child feeling separated (Chebli, 2016) However, Ghadira and Watson (2019) states after undertaking studies, most practitioners stated that they had undertaken only one lecture regarding ASD during their undergraduate medical education so felt educating themselves during their own time at workshops had to be done. National Autistic Society (2021) highlights that “the problem is there is no initial teacher training in relation to teaching children with autism”. Furthermore, Education and Children Service (2021) says there are no rules within a mainstream school that to ensure teachers have sufficient qualifications and experience in teaching ASD children however, every school must have a SENCO. This proves many schools do not undertake inclusive practise and with effective training, schools can provide inclusivity for children, resulting in teachers fulfilling children's needs while being able to communicate and encourage participation (Wei and Yasin, 2017)
Jensen et al. (2016) goes on to say that awareness does not necessarily mean having positive views of autism, thus labelling could still occur. Park and Chitiyo (2011) undertook studies based on attitudes towards ASD and found that due to lack of knowledge on autism, people automatically have a negative attitude. Athari et al. (2019) states that children can feel marginalised when experiencing negativity and through a study expressed that they were being blamed for having autism. Healthtalk (2019) explains this can result in a negative impact on a child, leaving them feel different to other children and make them feel insecure about some features of their behaviour. However, Kuzminski (2019) undertook research based on attitudes towards ASD and found that most people had positive attitude towards autism however, stated that interventions such as workshops that provide practitioners with improved knowledge about autism could improve attitudes and increase acceptance of children with ALN. 

In contrast, the medical model is where the impairment is seen as a problem (Retief and Letšosa, 2018). A barrier that links to this is children with ASD can face challenges while communicating. NIDCD (2020) states that autism can affect people communicating and interacting with people and the outside world. The National Autistic Society (2019) explains this could mean being nonverbal, allowing extra time to process information, or not understanding facial expressions. 
Children with ASD that lack communication skills may use no language or may have a small knowledge of single words and fixed phrases (Kasari et al., 2014). This can affect a child express emotion with words, instead a child will use sounds or hand gestures to communicate (NIDCD, 2012) However, NIH (2017) states that the Autism Centers of Excellence (ACE) programme investigates studies of new interventions that can benefit children with ALN by attempting to improve communication skills using strategies over time. 
Dillon and Underwood (2012) say children with ASD can become isolated and misunderstood due to their difficulties in communication skills therefore these difficulties can result in children with ASD being unprepared to cope with multiple social situations (Costescu, 2017).  Fox (2015) adds that children with ASD that lack social communication skills can easily become isolated and find it hard to be accepted by their peers. McCauley (2019) explains that investigations in mental health problems such as anxiety and depression, is linked to autistic children due to factors such as low self-esteem from peer rejection. However, social interventions described by Bond et al. (2016) focuses on the intervention with others as well as developing skills to do so. Welsh Government (2019) agrees and adds that teachers can provide children without ASD with opportunities to understand and interact with those with ASD, resulting in improved social skills for children as well as decreasing negative attitudes towards children with ASD. Similarly, Kasari et al. (2011) adds, difficulty to initiate a conversation due to challenges in communicating with a peer may result in a child experiences social anxiety. 
Jahromi (2012) explains that communication barriers in a child with ASD impacts the ability to voice an opinion and to say “no” therefore allowing the child to become frustrated, resulting in distressed behaviours. Similarly, National Autistic Society (2021) states struggling to express feelings and communicating wants and needs to practitioners can result in outbursts of negative angry behaviours from the child therefore prevents children being fully involved with education. However, linking back to above arguments, practitioners should have training on how to deal with children with ASD and help minimise the outcomes that lack of communication can have for children and their behaviours (Humphrey and Symes, 2013)




C) support 

Ambitious about Autism (no date) states there are many ways a school environment supports children with autism, one includes the multi-sensory approach. Vincent (2019) states multisensory approach to learning involves the engagement of more than one sense at once. Brish (2011) states multi-sensory instruction allows children to connect with learning by using more than one sense at a time benefitting key skills, creating positive learning environments, and improving outcomes. Klinger (2015) agrees multi-sensory teaching enables children, regardless of ability, be provided with understanding of information. Murray et al. (2016) explains that the world contains vast amounts of information containing multiple sensory systems, for example smells or lighting, therefore Smith (2019) adds that amounts of sensory process in environments can be difficult for children with ASD and research suggests that implementing interventions can benefit children with ASD when living in a world that relies on multi-sensory processes (Foxe et al., 2015)
Montissori4autism (no date) agrees many autistic children learn best through visual or multi-sensory presentations, therefore may struggle in classrooms where activities are verbally communicated. Furthermore, Morin (2014) explains that not only children with an additional learning need, but all children can benefit from multisensory learning. Therefore, if children learn something using multiple senses, the information is more likely to be absorbed and engaging activities result in better memory of the skill (O’Brien et al., 2020) 
Jurbran (2012) says from the earliest teaching guides (Montessori, 1912), theorists have enforced multi-sensory techniques to make a richer learning environment and allow motivating experiences for learners. 
EDCHAT (2012) says in Montessori led settings, materials are rich in content, visually appealing, and enable children express sensory preference and sensory style of learning which is beneficial to a child with ASD as Meadan et al. (2011) explains that visual representations help with engagement. However, research undertaken by Zazzi and Faragher (2018) shows overdoing visual sensory input within classrooms can have a negative response from children due to aspects such as colour palette being overwhelming, leading to learning being rejected. Similarly, Kirkham (2016) says that multi-sensory environments can be loud, distracting and busy, resulting in children becoming disengaged and explains that ongoing research shows multi-sensory presentation is advantageous only to young children. 
Pestalozzi (2011) as cited in (Mesquida, 2017) has similar theory to Montessori (1912) regarding sensory learning and his theory maintains the importance of touch in relation to objects and visual representation while recognising that progressive teaching “must be gradual”, therefore respecting the child's ability and way of learning which links to children with ASD as Tomblin (2011) states all children learn differently and may have to adapt to different ways of learning due to ability and preference. However, although research shows that sensory learning is beneficial to children with ASD, Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD) is something a child with ASD can experience whereby the brain has trouble responding to information through senses (Conway, 2018) resulting in multi-sensory learning being unhelpful for specific autistic children. Similarly, Drifte (2013) explains children with ASD who experience sensory difficulties can have communication difficulties therefore find it challenging when use of senses are maximumly used. Therefore, rather than using multisensory teaching, strategies such as visual (Brondy and Frost, 2011), sound (Sinha, 2011) or touch (Kaiser, 2016) could be more beneficial to the child when used alone or of preference.
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