

Creating Inclusive Classrooms 
Supporting children with ASD 
A Guide for teachers
[image: ]





(The TreeTop, 2026)






Julia Muc (2502188)
[image: ]
(Shutterstock, 2026)
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition that affects the way an individual communicates, interacts socially, processes sensory information, and experiences the world around them. Autism is described as a “spectrum” because it affects individuals in different ways and to varying degrees. Each person with autism has unique strengths, abilities, and challenges, which means that there are no two individuals with ASD who will experience the condition in exactly the same way. Some people with ASD may need significant levels of support in everyday life, while others may be highly independent and require minimal or no support.
Autism commonly influences areas such as communication and social interaction. Individuals with ASD may experience difficulties understanding verbal and non-verbal communication, including body language, facial expressions, tone of voice, and social cues. Some autistic people may find it difficult to start conversations or maintain social relationships, while others may communicate effectively but struggle to understand social expectations or unwritten rules of interaction. Language development can also differ considerably, with some individuals being non-verbal or developing speech later than expected and others demonstrating advanced vocabulary or specific areas of knowledge.
Sensory processing differences are also common among people with autism. They may experience heightened or reduced sensitivity to sensory stimuli such as sounds, lights, textures, tastes, or smells. Everyday environments, including educational settings, can sometimes become overwhelming because of sensory overload, which may affect concentration, behaviour, and emotional wellbeing.
Understanding autism within educational settings is important in promoting inclusion and making sure that learners receive the support they need. Inclusive practices focus on recognise and respond to individual differences by creating environments where all learners feel included and can achieve their potential. Teachers play a key role in adapting teaching methods, communication styles, and learning environments to meet the diverse needs of autistic learners and provide equal opportunities for success.
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Barriers to Inclusion
Children with ASD face different barriers to inclusion in schools. There are many factors that can affect this because ASD has a broad spectrum, meaning the support a child requires can vary hugely from one individual to another. While some children with autism may cope well in mainstream educational settings with no or minimal support, others may require adjustments and additional support to fully participate in learning and school life. Identifying these barriers is important because it allows teachers and practitioners to create a more inclusive environment where all children feel supported and able to achieve their potential.

Sensory barriers
Children with ASD may experience sensory difficulties related to things such as noise, lights, smells, and textures. Sensory processing differences can cause some children to become either oversensitive or undersensitive to their surroundings. In a classroom there is often a lot happening at once. Children may be talking to each other, chairs may be moving, equipment may create background noise, and classroom lights are often bright. These factors could become overwhelming for some children with autism and might make them feel stressed or overloaded with sensory information.
As a result, a child may struggle to concentrate on their work or become anxious during lessons. Some children may try to avoid environments that make them uncomfortable and may not want to enter the classroom altogether. For example, a child who is sensitive to noise may find activities such as group work, assemblies, or lunchtime extremely difficult because of the noise or increased movement around them. Sensory overload may also lead to emotional distress and affect participation in learning activities.

Communication barriers
Some children with ASD may communicate using different methods that are not always expected in a classroom environment. Not all children with autism communicate using full sentences or spoken language at all. Common methods of communication for children who are non-verbal or selectively verbal may include sign language, individual words, visual symbols, actions, gestures, or communication devices to express what they are thinking and feeling.
Although these methods can be effective, they may not always be understood by staff members or peers if there is limited awareness or understanding of alternative communication methods. Children with ASD may also experience difficulties expressing their own emotions and needs clearly and may struggle with reading body language and understanding social cues. This can sometimes lead to misunderstandings and make the child feel unsure or anxious during interactions with others. Difficulties communicating can also affect confidence and willingness to take part in classroom discussions or activities.

Social barriers
If a child with ASD struggles with communication, it can often impact them socially because communication plays an important role in developing and maintaining relationships. Some children with autism may find it difficult to understand social rules that other children learn naturally, such as taking turns during conversations, sharing interests, or recognising emotions in others.
Difficulties with social interaction can make these children more vulnerable to becoming isolated or excluded from peer groups. They may struggle to join in games and activities and may prefer to spend time alone. In some situations, misunderstandings between peers can happen because other children may not understand the behaviours or communication differences shown by autistic children. This can unfortunately increase the risk of bullying or social exclusion.

Emotional barriers
There are many barriers a child may face that are linked to emotional wellbeing. Changes in routine are a common difficulty experienced by some children with autism and can make them feel anxious or unsettled. Many children with ASD prefer structure and predictability because routines can help them feel secure and comfortable.
Unexpected situations, such as a school trip, timetable changes, supply teachers, or learning outside the classroom, may create feelings of stress because these experiences are different from what they are used to. Anxiety can sometimes affect concentration, behaviour, and a child's ability to engage in learning activities.

Attitudinal barriers
The way a child is treated can affect how they learn, progress, and experience inclusion. Some people may make assumptions about what a child is capable of based on previous experiences working with another child with ASD. However, because autism is such a broad spectrum, children with a diagnosis may have completely different strengths, abilities, and difficulties.
Negative attitudes, stereotypes, or low expectations from adults and peers can create barriers for children and stop them from reaching their full potential. Positive attitudes and understanding from teachers and other staff members are important because they help create an environment where children feel accepted, valued, and included.
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Inclusive Teaching Strategies
Teachers play an important role in creating an inclusive environment that supports children with autism academically, socially, and emotionally. Since ASD affects children differently, teachers need to understand that support strategies should be individually tailored to suit each child and their needs. Some children may need support mainly with communication, while others may require sensory or emotional support throughout the school day. By using inclusive teaching strategies, teachers can help children with ASD feel comfortable, included, and able to participate in classroom activities alongside their peers.
Adjusting activity plans to include child’s interests can be an effective way of encouraging engagement and participation. Many children with ASD develop strong interests in specific topics or activities, and these interests can be used positively within learning. For example, if a child enjoys trains, animals, or technology, teachers may include these interests within reading tasks, examples in maths, or reward activities. This can increase motivation and make learning feel more enjoyable and less stressful for the child.
Creating routines for children to follow is also important because many children with ASD feel more comfortable with structure and predictability. A now and next board or visual timetable can help children understand what activity they are currently doing and what will happen afterwards. This can reduce uncertainty and anxiety because the child knows what to expect throughout the day.

Communication support
Children with ASD often struggle with understanding the whole picture when instructions are being explained verbally, especially if there is a lot of information given at once. Because of this, it is important that teachers use clear and simple language when speaking to them. Instructions should be short, direct, and easy to understand rather than long explanations with too many steps at once.
Visual aids can also support communication and understanding in classroom environments. Some children with autism process visual information more effectively than spoken information, that is why visual instructions, symbols, pictures, cue cards, or demonstrations can help children understand what is expected of them. Visual support may also help children become more independent because they can refer back to the instructions themselves instead of needing them being repeated verbally over and over again.
It is also very important to allow children extra processing time when asking questions or giving instructions. Some children with ASD need additional time to process spoken information and organise their response. Rushing them to answer can create pressure and anxiety which may cause them to withdraw from communication completely. Giving children time to think before expecting an answer can help them feel calmer and more confident during verbal interactions.
Teachers should also check their understanding regularly to make sure the child understands what has been explained. Breaking tasks into smaller and more manageable sections can support children from becoming overwhelmed and make activities feel easier to complete. Clear communication that the child understands is beneficial because it reduces confusion and anxiety while increasing independence and participation in classroom learning.

Classroom environment
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The classroom environment can have a large impact on how comfortable and included children with ASD feel in school. A classroom that feels noisy, unpredictable, or disorganised may create stress and make it difficult for some children to focus on learning activities.
Visual timetables are important and make transitions from task to task easier. If there are changes to the routine or plan, teachers should try to explain them in advance whenever possible so that the child has time to prepare for the change.
Predictable routines are important because sudden changes can sometimes make children with autism feel anxious, unsettled or overwhelmed. Although routines in schools cannot always stay exactly the same due to unexpected situations, teachers can still support children by preparing them for changes and explaining what will happen next. For example, if there is going to be a supply teacher, school assembly, or timetable change, warning the child earlier in the day may help reduce stress.
Quiet, safe spaces within the classroom or school can also support children who become overwhelmed. Some children with ASD may need a calm area where they can take a short break away from noise and activity when they begin to feel overloaded. This does not mean excluding the child from learning but instead giving them a safe space where they can regulate their emotions before being ready to return to the lesson.

Sensory support
Sensory difficulties are common among children with ASD and can affect concentration, behaviour, and emotional wellbeing. Busy classroom environments may sometimes contain too much sensory stimulation due to noise, lighting, movement, or crowded spaces.
Teachers can support sensory needs by reducing unnecessary noise and distractions wherever possible. For example, lowering background noise, keeping classroom spaces organised, or adjusting seating arrangements may help some children feel calmer and more focused. Some children may also benefit from sensory tools such as fidget items or noise-reducing ear defenders.
Sensory breaks can also be helpful throughout the school day. A sensory break gives the child time to move away from activities for a short period to regulate themselves and reduce feelings of overload. These breaks may include movement activities, quiet time, or another calming activity suited to the child’s needs.

Social inclusion
Some children with ASD may experience difficulties interacting with peers, making friends and maintaining friendships. Because of this, teachers should provide opportunities for positive social interaction within the classroom.
Buddy systems can help children feel more included and supported in school. Pairing a child with a supportive peer may help them feel more comfortable during activities, transitions, or social situations. Structured group work can also encourage communication and teamwork in a more organised and supported way.
Anti-bullying support is also important because children with ASD may be more vulnerable to bullying or being excluded from peer groups. Teachers should promote acceptance, understanding, and respect within the classroom environment and make sure that bullying behaviours are addressed quickly and appropriately.

Emotional support
Children with ASD may sometimes struggle with emotional regulation, especially when they feel overwhelmed, anxious, or frustrated. Teachers should try to recognise anxiety triggers and be able to identify situations that may cause distress for the child before they happen. Triggers may include loud environments, changes in routine, difficult tasks, or social pressure.
Positive reinforcement is an effective strategy for supporting emotional wellbeing and confidence. Praising effort, participation, or positive behaviour can encourage children and help build self-esteem. Rewards and encouragement can motivate children while helping them feel recognised and valued within the classroom.
By providing communication support, routines, adjustments, social opportunities, and emotional support, teachers can help create an inclusive environment where children with ASD feel accepted, supported, and able to achieve their potential.
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Why Inclusive Practice Matters
Ensuring that an educational environment is inclusive helps make sure that all children are cared for and given the support they need to achieve what they are capable of. Every child learns differently and develops at their own pace, therefore it is important that schools create an environment where children feel accepted and supported regardless of their individual needs or abilities. An inclusive classroom helps children with ASD feel safe, heard, respected, and supported within their learning environment. It also allows them to take part in activities alongside their peers without feeling excluded or different from others around them.
Inclusive teaching can have a positive impact on many areas of a child's development. It can improve academic achievement because children are more likely to engage with activities when support is adapted to meet their needs. Children who understand what is expected from them and feel comfortable within the classroom environment are often able to participate more confidently in lessons and learning activities. Inclusive practice can also improve overall wellbeing because children feel more secure and valued within school. Feeling included and accepted can help build confidence and self-esteem while also encouraging communication skills and social development.
When a child is in an inclusive environment it can reduce the chances of facing barriers such as sensory overload, social isolation, and communication difficulties because they are supported and understood. Teachers who recognise and respond to individual needs can make adjustments that help remove these barriers and improve the child's experience within school. For example, using visual support, providing quiet spaces, and adapting activities can help children feel more comfortable and able to access learning in the way that suits their needs.
According to the Education Endowment Foundation, effective inclusive practice includes high-quality teaching, differentiated learning, early intervention, and clear communication between children, staff members, and families. These approaches can help identify difficulties early and provide support before barriers become more significant.
The National Autistic Society highlights that autistic pupils are more likely to thrive and enjoy school when educational settings provide structured support and understand the child's sensory needs. This shows that inclusive practice is important because it creates opportunities for children with ASD to feel understood, succeed in education, and reach their full potential while developing important skills for the future.
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Legislation in Practice
Inclusive practice within educational settings is supported by legislation and policies that intend to ensure all children receive equal opportunities and appropriate support. Teachers and educational practitioners have a responsibility to understand these policies and legislation and make sure they are applied within the classroom to create an environment where children with ASD feel included and supported to ensure they can reach their full potential.

The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 (ALN Act) supports children and young people who require additional support to cope with barriers affecting their education. The Act focuses on identifying and meeting individual learning needs and ensuring that support is tailored to each child’s needs rather than applying the same approach to everyone. Within classroom practice, this links closely with children with ASD because support strategies may vary depending on the child’s strengths and difficulties. For example, visual timetables, communication support, sensory adjustments, and differentiated learning activities can be used to meet individual needs and allow children to access learning more effectively, according to their individual needs.
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The Equality Act (2010) helps protect children from discrimination and promotes equal opportunities for every child within educational settings. Schools have a responsibility to make reasonable adjustments so children with disabilities, including autism, are not disadvantaged compared to their peers. In practice this may involve adapting teaching methods, providing additional support, reducing barriers within the classroom environment, and ensuring children with ASD can participate in activities alongside others. Creating quiet spaces, using visual aids, and providing sensory support are examples of adjustments that can improve inclusion.
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) also supports inclusive education by recognising the rights of children and promoting their wellbeing, participation, and education. The UNCRC highlights the importance of children having access to education and having their views and needs taken into consideration. Teachers should listen to children's individual needs and create opportunities for them to take part in learning and school life in the best way that suits their needs. This supports the idea that every child should feel valued, respected, and included no matter their differences or disabilities.
Together, these policies and legislation support inclusive practice by helping schools create environments where children with ASD can access education according to their needs and reach their full potential.
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