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interventions and adaptations that early childhood educa-
tors can implement within inclusive settings to meet the 
diverse needs of young children with autism spectrum dis-
order and presents a case study to describe how these prac-
tices can support young children with autism spectrum dis-
order within inclusive settings.

Keywords  Autism spectrum disorder · Inclusion · Early 
childhood · Adaptation · Intervention

Allen is a bright and energetic Chinese-American kinder-
garten student. He comes from a supportive family who 
values education and actively pursues any support that can 
benefit Allen’s growth. Allen is twice exceptional, meaning 
he is gifted and talented as well has having another dis-
ability, namely, autism spectrum disorder. He excels in 
math, reading, and handwriting. However, there are areas 
that prove to be challenging for Allen such as cooperating 
during learning center activities. Allen’s parents have indi-
cated the following areas as their priorities and concerns 
for his current and future learning: communicating effec-
tively with adults and peers, seeking assistance or support 
in an appropriate manner, and being able to function suc-
cessfully in inclusive classroom environments while staying 
engaged and on task.

Early childhood (EC) educators involved in Allen’s 
schooling (e.g., kindergarten teacher, music teacher) 
have faced challenges that align with the family’s con-
cerns. The most notable challenge for his educators has 
been the impact of Allen’s delayed communication on his 
social interactions with peers. For example, he often physi-
cally hits his peers when they do not understand his wants 
or needs. In an inclusive classroom setting with 19 other 
students and no in-class support from a special educator 

Abstract  The inclusive education of children with dis-
abilities is considered best practice, yet many early child-
hood educators feel unprepared to deliver appropriate 
instruction for children with disabilities and often require 
supports to successfully meet the children’s unique needs. 
Young children experiencing autism spectrum disorder are 
being diagnosed at a young age and they are commonly 
receiving their education within inclusive early childhood 
settings. This article presents two methods to meet the 
needs of children with autism spectrum disorder. First, early 
childhood educators can provide interventions tailored to 
the children’s learning needs. Second, educators can adapt 
the environment, materials, activity, instruction, and assis-
tance they provide so that each child is appropriately sup-
ported, while still being encouraged to succeed as indepen-
dently as possible. This article summarizes research-based 
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or aide, Allen’s educators have become frustrated. Allen’s 
educators have attempted to maintain positive interactions 
with him while providing support and guidance, but, due 
to his communication difficulties and their limited inclusive 
education training, they have not been able to communicate 
with Allen in an effective manner. In addition, Allen’s edu-
cators have struggled creating an environment that is con-
ducive to his unique need for structure. For example, the 
kindergarten classroom environment includes a variety of 
centers and transitions and at times is very chaotic. Allen 
often becomes distracted, anxious, and confused due to 
the constant noise and movement of the other students in 
the classroom. This situation often results in Allen shout-
ing or pacing back and forth in a repetitive manner. Allen’s 
kindergarten teacher restores order to the classroom and 
comforts Allen in order to calm him down, but this takes 
instructional time away from the class. Consequently, these 
challenges have led to much anxiety, stress, and frustration 
for both Allen and his EC educators.

Introduction

Current statistics from the Center for Disease Control 
(CDC 2014) indicate that 1 in every 68 children are diag-
nosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in the United 
States (U.S.). An increasing number of children are also 
being diagnosed with ASD in other countries, although the 
rates vary greatly. For instance, 1 in 38 children are diag-
nosed with ASD in Korea, 1 in 63 children in the United 
Kingdom, 1 in 588 in Venezuela, and 1 in 10,000 in Oman 
(as reported in Elsabbagh et al. 2012). Individuals from all 
racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic backgrounds experience 
ASD. There are distinct differences in the prevalence of 
ASD based on gender. For example, some data report that 
boys are 4.5 times more likely to be diagnosed with ASD 
than girls (CDC 2014).

Increased attention has been dedicated to the develop-
ment of early screening and evaluation tools for children 
with red flags for ASD (Guthrie et al. 2013). These efforts 
have resulted in researchers validating multiple assessment 
tools (e.g., autism diagnostic observation schedule; Lord 
et  al. 2012). Consequently, children with ASD are reli-
ably being identified at a younger age (Guthrie et al. 2013; 
Woods and Wetherby 2003). With ASD becoming more 
prevalent and children being diagnosed in their toddler and 
preschool years, it is not surprising that many EC educators 
provide services to children with ASD in their classrooms. 
The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and 
the U.S. Department of Education (2015) issued a joint pol-
icy statement aimed at advancing the inclusive education of 
young children with disabilities in EC programs across the 
U.S. Around the world, similar policies have been created, 

such as the Education for Persons with Special Educational 
Needs Act in Ireland (Department of Education and Skills 
2004) and the Success for All: Every School, Every Child 
in New Zealand (Ministry of Education 2010). However, as 
these initiatives have only recently been enacted and many 
other countries are still without these policies and system-
level supports, EC programs and/or educators regularly 
seek out instructional and behavioral methods to address 
the unique needs of children with ASD.

In addition to inclusion representing a legal requirement 
and a civil right of young children with disabilities, multi-
ple researchers have documented the benefits of inclusion 
for children with disabilities  such as enhanced cognitive 
and communication development and meaningful peer rela-
tionships (Holahan and Costenbader 2000; Nahmias et  al. 
2014) as well as benefits for children without disabilities, 
such as increased empathy, compassion, and understanding 
of diversity (Diamond and Huang 2005; Odom et al. 2011). 
Yet, for these benefits to transpire, EC educators should 
receive the necessary supports to provide individualized 
interventions and adaptations to meet children’s needs and 
maintain a high-quality environment. Currently, many edu-
cators around the world still lack supportive systems and 
structures such as inclusive education and qualified EC spe-
cial educators. Consequently, when EC educators desire to 
effectively adapt instruction for children with special needs, 
they are often left alone without personnel support or help-
ful resources. In hopes of supporting all EC educators who 
may or may not have the supportive systems in place, the 
purpose of this article is to describe adaptations that edu-
cators can make within inclusive settings to enhance the 
learning of children with ASD.

Teaching Children with ASD in Inclusive Settings

ASD affects children’s communication and social-emo-
tional development as well as their perceptions of their 
surroundings (American Psychiatric Association 2013). It 
is common for children with ASD to initiate and respond 
to peers and adults less frequently than their peers who do 
not have disabilities. For example, without prompting dur-
ing free play, children with ASD may engage in repetitive 
behaviors (e.g., rocking side-to-side, moving their fingers 
in front of their eyes, repeating quotes from movies) or may 
play by themselves without socializing with their peers for 
the entire activity. Children with ASD also tend to need 
more structure and routine than children without ASD and 
a large majority are visual learners; for these reasons, chil-
dren with ASD thrive in settings that include visual sup-
ports and predictability.

Intervention is the intentional teaching of content for 
the purpose of improving knowledge and skills (e.g., social 
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narratives, peer-mediated interventions) and adaptations are 
supports provided to children to make the content taught 
more accessible (e.g., focusing on key concepts, using 
visual supports). Interventions and adaptations should 
be implemented within inclusive environments so that all 
children can successfully participate as valued members of 
the academic environment and community of learners with 
their peers who do not have disabilities. Importantly, both 
interventions and adaptations promote the meaningful par-
ticipation and learning of children with ASD in inclusive 
EC environments. Table  1 presents examples of interven-
tions and accommodations for children with ASD that are 
grouped according to the following types of support: organ-
izational, behavioral, social-communication, sensory, and 
structural supports for staff. Each support includes a brief 
explanation and then implementation examples of how the 
support might appear in a classroom setting. The final col-
umn contains references/resources where more information 
on the resource can be located.

Embedding Evidence‑Based Practices into Typical 
Routines and Activities

Children with ASD need multiple opportunities to practice 
a skill prior to acquiring it (Johnson et al. 2015). They also 
need support in learning how to generalize acquired skills 
to new activities, settings, materials, and people. For exam-
ple, if an educator was using repeated opportunities for a 
child with ASD to practice using his alternative communi-
cation system (e.g., picture exchange communication sys-
tem; see Table  1) in a one-on-one context, the child may 
achieve mastery in using his communication system in that 
setting; however, the child may need additional prompting 
and reinforcement when attempting to use the communica-
tion system during mealtime routines that include a group 
of children and different adults.

There are various strategies that educators can use to 
enhance desired outcomes for children with ASD. By con-
sidering the strengths and needs of each child, specific 
learning opportunities can be embedded into the typical 
routines and activities of the classroom. Embedded inter-
ventions are an evidence-based practice that align with the 
Division for Early Childhood’s (2014) recommended prac-
tices within the instruction topic (i.e., INS5. Practitioners 
embed instruction within and across routines, activities, 
and environments to provide contextually relevant learn-
ing opportunities). One strategy to support educators in 
embedding individualized goals into the daily activities and 
routines is to utilize an activity matrix that gives educators 
specific strategies to use across routines to give children 
an opportunity to practice their target goals. The activity 
matrix, as shown in Table 2, can be posted in various areas 

of the classroom to remind educators to provide the spe-
cific learning opportunities for children with ASD through-
out the day and during meaningful times when children are 
engaged in the activity.

Another helpful resource for understanding how to pro-
vide adaptations in the manner that is least intrusive to 
meet children’s needs is the Creating Adaptations for Rou-
tines and Activities toolkit (i.e., CARA’s kit; Milbourne and 
Campbell 2007), which can be used across areas of devel-
opmental need (e.g., social-emotional, sensory). CARA’s 
kit defines five types of adaptations (i.e., environment, 
materials, activity, instruction, and assistance) and pro-
vides guidance regarding how to utilize these adaptations 
across a variety of classroom activities. These different cat-
egories of adaptations are helpful to support educators in 
identifying strategies that can enhance the participation and 
learning of children with ASD and other disabilities during 
typically occurring activities and routines. For example, in 
classrooms where learning centers occur frequently, stress 
and anxiety can rise in children with ASD due to the mul-
tiple transitions and risk for over stimulation. In order to 
provide support for a child with ASD experiencing stress 
and anxiety, educators can use organizational supports such 
as arrows on the floor to dictate how to move through the 
centers (environmental adaptation), handheld schedules to 
ease the transition (materials adaptation), and peer partners 
to transition through centers together (assistance). Table 3 
contains a detailed adaptation chart where the first column 
poses a potential challenge in the classroom and the fol-
lowing five columns list adaptations presented from least 
intrusive (left side) to most intrusive (right side) that can be 
used to create a solution for the issue.

Organizational, Sensory, and Structural Supports

In order to support Allen in his needs for structure and clear 
expectations and to meet his family’s priority for successful 
functioning within inclusive environments, his teacher has 
tried a few adaptations. To manage sensory stimuli in the 
constant transitions between centers, she taped arrows onto 
the floor to show the direction in which children should 
move from center to center. This environmental adaptation, 
the least intrusive type of adaptation, was effective in guid-
ing him from one center to the next. However, what was 
still challenging was ensuring that Allen completed his 
work in the center before transitioning to the next center, 
as the environment was distracting to him. To minimize the 
sensory stimuli, the teacher made available noise-dulling 
headphones to block some of the background noise. Addi-
tionally, she worked with Allen’s speech and language 
pathologist (SLP) to create a visual schedule template 
and pictures that she could customize for each center that 
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outlined the tasks to be completed. Having never created 
a visual schedule before, collaborating with the SLP was a 
source of professional support for her.

The interventions and adaptations implemented within 
the classroom resulted in large success for Allen’s engage-
ment in activities and interactions with peers. Due to the 
individual tools and resources provided to him such as 
hand-held schedules and visual timers, Allen learned to 
follow the general flow of the classroom schedule without 
interruptions or anxiety. Allen’s success was strengthened 
by the adaptations to the environment, which made the 
classroom a relaxing and safe space for him to learn and 
succeed academically and emotionally.

Behavioral Preventatives 
and Social‑Communication Supports

In addition to assisting Allen during activities that were 
more challenging for him, Allen’s teacher incorporated 
two types of interventions (i.e., peer buddy, video mod-
eling) and visual supports to promote his socially-appro-
priate engagement with peers. First, she selected Joelle to 
be Allen’s buddy throughout the day. Joelle was selected 
because of the positive connection between her and Allen 
and her caring and helpful nature toward adults and other 
students. Then, Allen’s teacher purposefully created oppor-
tunities for Joelle and Allen to work together, such as plac-
ing them in the same center group and having them be 
walking buddies when traveling to other areas of the school 
(e.g., library, cafeteria). Third, based on Allen’s social-emo-
tional goals to engage in activities with peers, she used Joe-
lle’s positive examples of socialization with other students 
to create video models that she then displayed, discussed, 
and practiced with Allen as another type of social interven-
tion that demonstrated desired social skills and behaviors. 
She also created a number of visual supports to assist with 
Allen’s skill development such as providing Allen with cue 
cards of phrases that could be used to initiate play with 
peers and a portable visual schedule for pair-share activities 
during circle time that reminded Allen to (a) look at a peer 
nearby, (b) respond to the teacher’s prompt with his peer, 
and (c) listen while his peer talked.

The interventions utilized to assist in communication 
also resulted in meaningful social success for Allen. Instead 
of hitting his peers when communication was a challenge, 
Allen began to use words—single words in the beginning 
and slowly evolving into phrases to communicate wants 
and needs. Allen’s teacher implemented one strategy at a 
time in a manner that was manageable for her and based 
on the family’s priorities. Specifically for Allen, the tools 
that laid a foundation for communication development 
were peer buddies, video-modeling of social situations, and Ta

bl
e 
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incorporating visual supports. All of the effort that Allen’s 
teacher put forth towards supporting Allen proved to be 
beneficial for his success in kindergarten and also made the 
environment more inclusive to all students and their indi-
vidualized needs.

Conclusion

All of the interventions and adaptations described in this 
article can assist children with ASD. Each of the adapta-
tions are focused on making an inclusive environment more 
receptive to the needs of children within the ASD popula-
tion as well as providing a pathway for their future success. 
It is, however, important to remember that in order for an 
intervention to be effective it must be implemented with 
fidelity or how it was intended to be delivered (Cook and 
Odom 2013). Therefore, when identifying target skills and 
evidenced-based practices, it is important to also consider 
the components of implementation, individuals responsi-
ble, and feasibility of the intervention. The various inter-
ventions and adaptations described in Tables  1, 2 and 3 
outline how educators can help children with these specific 
needs be successful. Furthermore, educators in countries 
that do not implement inclusive education or educational 
support systems can use these resources to strengthen their 
instruction for children with ASD. It is imperative that 
these adaptations are included in the educational environ-
ment for children with ASD so that children’s environments 
are conducive to their developmental and academic needs. 
The inclusion of these supports can also help build a posi-
tive educational experience that promotes desired outcomes 
for young children with ASD. When educators provide 
these supports, children with ASD receive the benefits of 
an individualized education that is tailored to their abilities 
and strengths and serves to assist them in achieving success 
within inclusive early childhood settings.
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