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The advantages and disadvantages of early intervention for young children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) will be analysed and evaluated in terms of models of disability, inclusive practice, theories of education, and strategies in early years practice. This will include reference to medical, social and ‘rights’ models of disability, to legislation, policies and codes of practice in UK and Wales, to inclusive practice in mainstream settings and the role of specialist schools. Strategies for early intervention, highlighting the importance of skilled and knowledgeable early childhood practitioners, enabling environments and the differences between using a Behavioural Analysis approach and a Developmental-Relationship-Play based approach will also be discussed. Examples from mainstream settings and alternative educational philosophies such as Montessori, Reggio Emilia, and Steiner, as well as international perspectives will be provided, with evidence from current research.
 
Autism Spectrum Disorder is a ‘severe early onset neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by significant difficulties in social communication, as well as restrictive interests and repetitive behaviours that critically affect daily living activities’ (Magan-Maganto et al, 2017). It is defined as a triad of impairments relating to social interaction, communication and imagination (Frederickson and Cline, 2105), and a spectrum of varying degrees of disability within each element of the triad ranging from low to high functioning, usually based on IQ (Janes, 2015). Frederickson and Cline (2015) state the disorder as having a biological and genetic basis in which environmental factors also play a role.  This biomedical model is disputed by Runswick-Cole et al (2016) whose critical autism studies suggest that there is no scientific evidence of this and point to autism as being ‘a fact of human nature’, a ‘different way of being’ (Runswick-Cole et al, 2016: 9).  The National Autistic Society (2018) and the Welsh Government funded and developed programmes for people with ASD (ASDinfoWales, 2015) state that there are no two children with autism who are exactly the same, each presents different difficulties and strengths and behavioural issues. It is estimated that 1 in 100 children in UK have ASD and this is on the rise.

The medical model suggests that the cause of the disorder is within the child, who therefore has to change, in order to conform to what society considers normal, which is more or less challenged by researchers who, in agreement with Bronfenbrenner’s theory of Ecological Systems (1979), consider the environment to play a significant part (Hodkinson, 2016; Cologon, no date; Schapiro, 2009; Mitchell, 2003). However, Marks (2017) criticises this social model suggesting that it does not address the very real problems that a child with autism has to live with daily, for example, lack of independent skills to cope in society. Hodkinson (2016) advocates the emerging rights-based model where children with autism assert their rights to empowerment and equality of acceptance, recognition, opportunity, and a voice in what matters to them.

Legislation and policy have evolved through these debates.  The Warnock Report (1978) claimed that children with special needs, who at the time were being educated in special schools, had as much right to education and inclusion in local schools as every child, and the Education Act (1981) introduced a statement of educational needs based on early intervention and partnerships with parents to provide this (Walls, 2011).  The creation of a guidance document called Special Education Needs (SEN) Code of Practice (2004) outlined the responsibilities and requirements of Special Education Needs Coordinators to enable children with special needs to have access and adaptations implemented to provide equal opportunity in mainstream schools. The code of Practice referred specifically to children with ASD laying out the type of support such children needed to be included in mainstream settings.

 In 2008 the Welsh Government took a step further to publish a strategic plan for people with ASD which has now been updated as the ‘Autism Spectrum Disorder Strategic Plan (2016) to increase awareness, improve access to care and support, with funding of £6 million.  ACT Now: Autism for Wales (2016) critique the government legislative proposals saying that a survey revealed that at local level children with ASD are not being supported due to the length of time for diagnosis and lack of professionals with adequate training, skills and understanding.   The National Education Union (NEU, 2018a) reported that 74% of parents feel the additional needs of their child are not being met.  At the same time many teachers are feeling overwhelmed with the lack of funding, support and assistance they need to support children with additional needs and are calling it a crisis (NEU, 2018b). A teacher in an English primary school claims: ‘Children are left to flounder in the mainstream whilst teachers do their best to support them whilst trying to support all the other learners (NEU, 2018b). Resch et al.’s (2012) study confirmed that parents often struggle to obtain access. According to Dauncey (2016) in 2020 the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Bill will replace the SENCO (2004) document for those living and working in Wales, in an attempt to provide a working framework that will focus on the need for multi-agency partnerships, specialist training and early intervention, changing the wording of ‘special needs’ to ‘additional needs’ to be more inclusive (Dauncey, 2016). 
 
This commitment to inclusive practice in education is internationally recognised by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD, 2008) and the Salamanca Statement UNESCO (1994) which states that ‘all children are to be accommodated in ordinary schools regardless of their physical, intellectual, social, emotional, linguistic or other conditions’ (Nutbrown et al. 2013: 39) and is the foundation for current policy in UK (Cologon, 2014). The Equality and Human Rights Commission (2018) through the Equality Act (2010) provides a framework to advance equality and inclusion for all children. 

The philosophy of inclusion in early childhood education and practice is, however, complex.  In theory it stems from the ‘rights’ agenda and the ‘disability movement’ which challenges society’s values and beliefs of disability as a ‘problem’ rather than a ‘difference’, and believes that society should adapt its structure to accommodate the child with additional needs and not the other way round, and that all children should attend mainstream schools in their local community in order to create a culture of inclusion where ‘normal’ is seen from a more diverse perspective (Hodkinson, 2016;. Schapiro, 2009; Vakil et al 2003). ‘Creating inclusive classrooms is a quest to make difference ordinary’ (Cologon, no date: 101) and avoid what is seen as constructing ‘other’ which leads to exclusion.

However, the idea of inclusion in practice is often limited to the idea of physical place and not context, attitude, and opportunity for all to participate and reach their potential in diverse ways (Nutbrown et al, 2013; Hodkinson, 2016; Willis, 2009). It is about a sense of belonging and contributing to the community, as well as a recognition that the advantages of this are not only for the children with additional needs, but for everyone (Schapiro, 2009; Thomas and Loxley, 2007; Willis, 2009). Maslow’s (1943) theory of hierarchy of needs notes this sense of belonging as foundational for the well-being of every human. 

Italy has a fully integrated inclusive education system unlike the UK and Australia where segregated schools run parallel to mainstream schools, creating a sense that some children with ASD need to be separated from the majority of children in order to receive specialist therapies (Cologon, 2014). Inclusive practice in Reggio Emilia is about ‘rights’ and not needs, children are not seen as ‘needy’ neither ‘special’ nor ‘additional’.  Thompson (no date: 20) reflecting on such practice writes ‘we all know that we are all accepted as we are for who we are’. Reggio Emilia practitioners are taught to listen to the ‘100 languages’ of children expressed verbally and through actions and adapt their response to each child’s preferred learning style as documented by Gardner’s (1993) multi-dimensional view of intelligence.  For children with ASD this is often a visual learning style (Vakil et al, 2003) and the ASDinfoWales (2018) also stress ‘differentiation in teaching styles and approaches’ for children to access the curriculum. 

 A separate unit in a mainstream school set aside for children with autism, or where a child is withdrawn from early years settings to receive specialist education therapies, is criticised by Allen and Cowdery (2005) as not being meaningful inclusion or, according to their research, ensuring adequate progress (Willis, 2009).  Young children do not like to be different from their peers and the custom of being set apart may add to a child’s low self-esteem and contribute to a child being bullied or shunned for being different (Schapiro, 2009).  On the other hand, their differences alone may contribute to the vulnerability of being bullied (Frederickson and Cline, 2015).  Early Years settings need to create a culture of inclusion through their attitudes, practices and policies so that young children will imitate such attitudes resulting in a society that is more accepting of additional needs being different and not a problem (Walls, 2011).

In the Special Schools Debate (2005) Warnock suggested a U-turn on her original view stating that special schools still have a role to play as research evidence showed that children with special needs were not being successfully integrated into mainstream education (The Telegraph, 2010). Warnock specifically cited children with ASD to support her change of opinion (Whitaker, 2009).

Reed et al.’s (2012) research evidence based on participants from ten local British authorities synthesises with this view indicating that children with ASD made better progress in behavioural functioning and socialisation in special schools, in comparison to mainstream schools, concluding that the legislation for inclusive practice needs to be critical of whether the needs of the child with ASD are actually being met.  Reed et. al (2012) point out the stressors in a mainstream school are demands for ‘social interaction, level of noise, overload of sensory stimulation and limited levels of structure’. Janert (2012) agrees that many children with ASD in mainstream settings do not cope. 

However, research by Whitaker (2007) discovered that 61% of 350 parents of children with ASD in Northamptonshire interviewed said they were happy with the educational provision in mainstream education.  Although this is an isolated sample in an English county, the findings concluded that the difference between those parents who were satisfied and those who were not were based on staff who were understanding and empathetic, excellent communication between the school and the parents and flexibility in meeting the needs of the child with ASD.  Developing social relationships in the context of inclusive community emerged as a top priority (Whitaker, 2007).

It is generally accepted that due to the neuroplasticity of the developing brain in infancy and critical periods of development, early intervention for children with ASD is potentially more effective in improving developmental trajectories (Bradshaw et al, 2015; Medhurst and Clay, 2008; Levy, Kim and Olive, 2006). However, according to Runswick-Cole et al (2016) and Koegel et al. (2014) the evidence for this is far from conclusive, despite it being the basis of most policy and practice, and yet there is limited longitudinal studies to see the long-term efficacy of early intervention over time in comparison to later or no intervention (Schapiro, 2009) Most of the research is based on behavioural interventions as opposed to naturalistic and developmental approaches (Schreibman et al, 2015). Maurice and O’Hanlon (2010) suggest that there are over 100 treatments to choose from, with a lack of evidence proving one better than another (Frederickson and Cline, 2015).

The difference in choice is usually based on the model of disability adopted which leads to a division of approach and strategy, the medical model favouring applied behavioural analysis strategies and the social model favouring developmental- relationship-play based strategies, and the issue of whether these are more effective in mainstream education, special schools or at home (Janert, 2012; Kossyvaki, 2013).  These decisions are also influenced by the philosophy of life and education that is upheld by the community or setting and their answer to the question ‘What is the goal of education?’ Is it for a child conform to neuro-typical behaviours to meet educational outcomes and become as independent as possible or ‘for a child to be happy? to be accepted as he is?’ to be different? (Schapiro, 2009: 5) trusting developmental processes to unfold naturally forging a unique path. Hodkinson (2016) refers to the Child and Family Act (2014) as being a step closer to more consultation with children with ASD and their families in providing these answers as opposed to educators, politicians and other professionals.

A documentary video on ‘How Effective Can ABA Intervention for Autistic Children Be’ (Nurture, 2017) raises the complexity of supporting children with ASD in early years settings.  The Lovaas Model of Applied Behavioural Analysis is a behaviour modification method based on Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning which depends on positive reinforcement through rewards (Maurice O’Hanlon, 2010). Specific behaviours are targeted to teach, by being broken down into smaller steps in which learning is more concentrated and focused.  Gunnar Frederiksen, an independent ABA practitioner, believes ASD is a condition which can be cured through this method, but it depends upon concentrated and intensive one-to-one interaction between child and adult, for up to forty hours a week over a period of several years. This form of therapy is most often used in special schools or separate autistic units in mainstream schools due to its intensity, and parents need to be highly involved. Solomon (2018), speaking at the Welsh Autism Show in Aberystwyth, stated that fifty years of research proves ABA’s validity, children do overcome specific difficulties such as learning language when previously non-verbal. However, Dr Miriam Walx criticises the method saying it is like treating a child like a dog with no regard to the distress children experience as is evident in the video, and she believes that the method stifles the spirit and inevitably leads to emotional damage.  However, Dr Vince Carbonne, leading ABA practitioner and researcher, says that the changes in behaviour which the method brings about allow the child to be more confident and accepted as a participant in the society and therefore worth the distress.  However, Paulson, 2017, says that often repetitive behaviours such as stimming are the way a child with ASD copes with the stressors in the environment due to sensory perceptual differences, so eliminating that behaviour is cruel. Runswick-Cole et al (2016) question everything about the method including the impact on the child of being labelled with ASD and suggest that consequences of this in contemporary society have a greater negative impact in the short and long term.

The Welsh Government book: Autism: A Guide for Early Years Settings (ASDinfoWales, 2015) recommends the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) which is based on ABA approach, although the child initiates the communication which makes it less controlling, but a reward system is still in place to reinforce positive behaviour (Bondy and Frost, 2002). They provide a free resource to download of bilingual picture cards which can be used to create structure charts to plan activities and cue cards to support verbal instruction visually. Schriebman et al. (2015) has suggested that this method sometimes results in an over dependence on prompts for communication and may reduce gaining verbal language.

Developmental-Individual Difference- Relationship (DIR) play based approaches focus on developmental stages as being more similar than different in children with ASD and neurotypical children and therefore intervention is based on supporting these stages in natural daily living without need for a separate environment (Schreibman et al, 2015). Based on developmental theory supported by theorists such as Piaget, Bruner and Vygotsky the approach advocates that young children learn and develop best through play in social situations where learning can be scaffolded and where secure relationships and meaningful social interactions encouraging joint attention in an enabling environment are provided (Schreibman et al, 2015; Janert, 2015; Liberman and Yoder, 2012; Overley et al, 2017). DIR FloorTime Therapy (Greenspan) is one such approach which Stieben, a neuroscientist at York University, has shown to be effective through scientific evidence of brain rewiring as indicated in brain scan imaging before and after treatment (Nurture, 2017). This therapy, like ABA, requires intense one-to-one interaction making it demanding for practitioners and parents who do not have adequate time to devote to one child.

Walls (2011) cites Hickman and Jones research (2005) showing that good practice in early childhood education is very supportive of special needs as many of the principles are the same such as appreciation of the unique child, role of the adult, creating enabling environments, respecting developmental as opposed to age milestones, and working in partnership with parents. 

The most important quality noted by almost all researchers, including findings from the EPPE project is for practitioners to have knowledge and understanding of child development and ASD so that a child’s behaviour will not be misinterpreted as being difficult and uncooperative when it is in fact a response to an environment or curriculum that is the problem for the child with ASD (Warnock, 2010; Thompson, no date; Walls, 2011; Frederickson and Cline; Nutbrown et al. 2013; Hodkinson, 2016; Lindsay et al, 2014; Vakil et al, 2003; Swain, 2017).  

Kossyvaki (2013) research highlighted the impact of adults on children with ASD suggesting that the practitioner should adapt interactive style and teaching to be more flexible, sensitive and inclusive of children who learn differently. For Steiner educators the warmth, genuineness, humility, reverence and sympathetic nature of the practitioner who develops such skills through personal ‘inner’ work and engaging in reflective practice, is able to be more attuned to the child, building a secure and trusting relationship with the child, free of judgment, and being an example worthy of imitation (Woodward and Hogenboom, 2013; Luxford, 2006; Lauzana, 2017).

The impact of the environment on all children is well known, but for children with ASD it is often necessary to  make adjustments to lessen anxiety and distress and enhance learning for children who may learn better visually, need more structure, experience sensory overload, experience hypersensitivity to things such as dislike of fluorescent lights or who show hyposensitivity by mouthing and licking objects or bump into objects or people, use stimming repetitive behaviour to cope with stress, and need a calm and less noisy environment (ASDinfoWales, 2015).  Paulson (2017) indicates that when a child with ASD experiences a meltdown, due to sensory overload, the child will need to be taken to a quiet space to recover. 

Montessori early years environments and curriculum are particularly suited to children with ASD in that the environment is neutral, natural and orderly and children learn through first hand experiences using tactile materials that often require putting things into categories which is often a strength of children with ASD (Cowley, 2013). However, Brooker (TV Teachers, 2012) criticises the Montessori view of the child as a ‘solitary scientist’ working with self-correcting materials saying it limits social interaction and divergent thinking.  However, children with ASD find social interaction and communication and imaginative thinking difficult and being able to focus on a solitary task that does not require listening to verbal instructions or interacting with other children and involves sequencing process may be ideal.  Janes (2015) research findings suggest that inclusive Montessori early years environments require practitioners to be more flexible in their approach providing opportunities for development of social skills through practical life activities that do involve interaction with other children because these skills are lacking in children with ASD and need to be developed. The ideal of inclusive environments for children with ASD can only be provided with extra assistance and adaptive specialist programmes (Janes, 2015; Marks, 2017).

Luxford (2006) working in a Steiner environment also believes that children with ASD need specialist early intervention and therapy during the formative years of early childhood, and unless this is provided adequately in a mainstream school through external support services and specially trained staff the child will be at a disadvantage and would benefit more from a special school.

To conclude, research suggests that the ideal of early years intervention and inclusive education for children with ASD is being promoted in theory, legislation and policy, nationally and internationally, and efforts are being made to integrate this knowledge and understanding within mainstream schools.  However, in practical terms lack of extra specialist assistance in early years settings to provide the adequate developmental and therapeutic intervention needs to be addressed, and an eclectic approach needs to be offered to meet each child as unique, as ASD is a spectrum of disorders in which children exhibit a wide variety of challenges and strengths.  
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