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Speaker Notes  

Hello everyone, my name is Janna Saif, and I'm excited to talk about a topic that is very 

close to my heart – autism. Autism affects millions of people worldwide and 

understanding it better can help us create a more inclusive and supportive environment 

for everyone. Today, we'll explore what autism is, how it is diagnosed, what are the 

challenges, and an effective strategy to support them, such as a structured visual 

timetable. Now, let's dive into the agenda for today's webinar 

Let’s begin with a quick overview. 

Introduction 

First of all, what is Autism 

According to the National Institute of Mental Health (2024), Autism, or Autism Spectrum 

Condition (ASC), is a lifelong developmental difference affecting communication, social 

interaction, and behavior. People with autism often have difficulties with social 

communication, repetitive behaviors, and intense interests or sensory issues from an 

early age (Lord et al., 2020). Hirota and King (2023) emphasized that this impacts how 

people communicate, function socially, and display behavioral patterns throughout their 

lives. Globally, about 1% of people have autism (WHO, 2022). 

Early identification is essential—it helps us provide tailored support and create inclusive 

environments. 

Identification and Diagnosis of Autism 

In early years settings, autism can be difficult to diagnose because many behaviors 

overlap with typical development (Hus and Segal, 2021). 

 According to the SEND Code of Practice (DfE & DoH, 2015), early identification should 

be part of everyday observation. The lead role here usually falls to the SENCO. 



In the Curran (2020) study, over 80% of SENCOs felt confident in identifying additional 

needs using tools like the EYFS Development Matters tracker, Well COMM screening, 

and the two-year progress check. 

Please take a look at the image on the left, where I’ve included a visual summary of 

common signs of autism by Cannon Disability Law (2025), such as: 

• Delayed speech and language 

• Repetitive behavior 

• Limited eye contact 

• Difficulty with transitions or social play 

These are commonly noticed by early year staff during daily activities. 

However, Curran (2020) also highlighted several challenges. Many referrals are delayed 

due to overstretched external services like CAMHS and Speech and Language 

Therapy. She also reported variation in how well staff are trained to identify autism, 

which affects the consistency of diagnosis. 

We use several tools for this. There’s the EYFS Development Matters Tracker, the Well 

COMM screening tool, and the two-year progress check—which is often the first real 

opportunity to pick up any concerns. 

Another essential resource is the Ages and Stages Questionnaires (ASQ-3 and 

ASQ:SE), which are parent-completed checklists used during the "integrated review" at 

around two to two-and-a-half years, as recommended by the Department of Health 

(2016). 

Now, once concerns arise, they should be escalated quickly. If parents or nursery staff 

spot red flags like no response to their name or very limited pretend play, both of which 

are early signs according to NICE guidelines and the UK Autism Strategy, they’re 

encouraged to refer the child to their GP or health visitor. 



Unfortunately, NHS data from 2024 shows how stretched the system is. Almost 193,000 

children were waiting for autism-related referrals, but only 5% were seen within the 

recommended 13 weeks. The Children’s Commissioner (2024) also found that only 28% 

of those children got their first appointment on time. 

This delay is a huge concern because, as the UK Parliament Post (2020) pointed out, 

most autistic children are diagnosed at around four and a half years—even though signs 

often appear as early as two. 

The benefit of early identification is that it allows intervention strategies to begin early, 

making the transition to primary school easier for the child. 

Barriers Faced by Children with Autism 

Now let’s look at the barriers children with autism face in early year’s settings. 

A major issue is sensory sensitivity. Children may overreact or underreact to sounds, 

lights, or textures. Nurseries can be noisy and overwhelming. MacLennan et al. (2022) 

discussed this in their study on sensory experiences—many autistic individuals describe 

environments as chaotic and difficult to manage. 

On my poster, you’ll see this referenced under "Barriers," with examples like loud noise 

or busy settings causing distress. 

Another key barrier is communication. Many autistic children struggle to express their 

needs. This can lead to frustration and challenging behavior. According to Curran 

(2020), SENCOs reported that 88% of cases involved speech, language, and social 

communication challenges. 

There are also systemic barriers, including limited staff training and delayed access to 

health professionals. Some parents may hesitate to discuss concerns early due to fears 

of labelling or exclusion, as Curran also pointed out. This often delays diagnosis and 

intervention. 



Some children start school without ever receiving formal support, which sets them at a 

disadvantage, both academically and emotionally. 

We also need to acknowledge that many children with autism have other co-occurring 

difficulties. According to the UK Parliament Post (2020), around 70% of autistic children 

experience anxiety or other mental health conditions. Up to 30% have a learning 

disability, and many are non-verbal. These co-morbidities create an even greater need 

for early and effective support. 

And it’s important to highlight that autistic girls often get overlooked. The NHS (2022) 

explains that many girls are very good at what’s called “masking”—this means they 

copy their peers or hide their distress to fit in. On the surface, they may seem fine, but 

inside, they’re struggling. Without proper training, staff may miss these hidden signs, 

and those girls can go without the help they really need. 

So where does that leave us? 

Staff training and awareness are vital. Surveys have shown that many families with 

autistic children want teachers who are better informed and more understanding of 

autism. And most autistic children themselves say school would be better if teachers 

had a deeper understanding of their needs. 

This is also backed up by policy. The SEND Code of Practice (DfE & DoH, 2015) 

emphasizes the need for ongoing staff training and inclusive education. Similarly, EYFS 

and Ofsted both expect practitioners to create inclusive environments—but 

unfortunately, Ofsted inspections often point out a lack of specialist support in early 

years settings. 

The Department for Education’s 2021 guidance called “Meeting the Needs of All 

Children” puts it clearly: staff should focus on adapting the environment and removing 

barriers to help children with SEND reach their full potential. 



So overall, while there are many challenges, understanding these barriers is the first 

step toward creating a more supportive and inclusive space for autistic children. 

Support Strategy: Structured Visual Timetables 

To address these challenges, one effective and inclusive strategy is using structured 

visual timetables. 

These are pictorial schedules that help children understand their daily routine, easing 

transitions and reducing anxiety. I’ve included an example of a visual timetable on the 

bottom-right corner of the poster—courtesy of the Leicestershire NHS Partnership. 

As Hayes et al. (2010) explain, visual schedules provide predictability. They reinforce 

verbal instructions using images, which is helpful for children who struggle with listening 

or understanding spoken language. 

Murry (2015) agrees and emphasized that using visual aids like schedules, charts, and 

picture cards helps children understand routines and expectations. This reduces anxiety 

and improves communication. Visual support provides clear and consistent information, 

helping children know what to expect next. 

Curran (2020) also stressed the importance of having a structured yet flexible 

classroom environment, something visual timetables support well. 

Here’s how to implement them: 

• Use the same pictures for common activities like snack time, story time, or 

outdoor play. 

• Introduce the schedule in a calm tone and guide the child step-by-step. 

• Encourage them to move a marker to show progress through the day. 

• Make sure it’s placed at the child’s eye level for easy access. 

The challenges are the initial setup time and ensuring all staff are trained to use it 

consistently, but the long-term outcomes are very positive and cost-effective. Not all 



autistic individuals respond the same way to visual aids. Personalization is key, as what 

works for one person may not work for another (Kesherim, 2024). 

Now, let’s take a closer look at why visual timetables are so effective for children with 

autism. 

One of the key reasons is that they play to the strengths of autistic learners. Many 

children on the spectrum have strong visual processing skills, but they may struggle 

more with auditory processing, so they might miss or misunderstand verbal instructions. 

This has been highlighted by Hume and the Indiana Resource Center for Autism (2025), 

who explain that visual strategies not only support communication but also help reduce 

anxiety and improve understanding during transitions. According to Hobbs (2023), 

Visual aids can help autistic individuals understand social cues and appropriate 

behaviors, facilitating better social interactions. 

 

Think about it—when a child sees pictures showing “what’s happening now” and “what’s 

next,” it gives them a sense of predictability. That feeling of knowing what’s coming can 

calm nerves and help children feel more in control. 

According to the Council for Disabled Children (no date), through their collaboration with 

I CAN, visual timetables are especially useful for children who struggle to process 

spoken language, who might not remember instructions well, or who feel anxious when 

things change suddenly. The guide says that these timetables clarify the current activity 

and what’s coming next, which is key for helping children move smoothly through their 

day. 

 

 

Research even backs this up with numbers: a study in the UK found that 73% of pupils 

used visual timetables either “very often” or “a lot” each week—and interestingly, both 



autistic and non-autistic children found them helpful. This shows that visual support isn’t 

just a special needs tool—it’s a universal strategy that benefits all learners. That study 

was shared by Rutherford and colleagues, and it reinforces the value of making visual 

timetables a standard part of classroom practice. 

So, in short, visual timetables are much more than a set of pictures on a wall—they’re a 

structured way to reduce anxiety, boost understanding, and support independence, 

especially for children with autism. 

Conclusion 

Finally, being autistic doesn't mean you have an illness or disease; it means your brain 

functions differently from others. Autism is something you're born with, and signs may 

be noticed in early childhood or later in life (NHS, 2022b) 

Supporting children with autism starts with early identification, understanding the 

barriers they face, and applying strategies like structured visual timetables. 

Curran’s (2020) findings show that when experienced teams work with empathy and 

clear planning, outcomes improve significantly. 

As the final message on the poster says, supporting autistic children is not about fixing 

them, but about creating environments where they can flourish. 

Thank you for listening. 

  



References 

 

Autism Research Institute (2024a). Screening & Assessment. [online] Autism Research 

Institute. Available at: https://autism.org/screening-assessment/. 

Autism Research Institute (2024b). What is autism? [online] Autism Research Institute. 

Available at: https://autism.org/what-is-autism/. 

Cannon Disability Law (2025). AUTISM BENEFITS FOR CHILDREN. Retrieved from: 

https://cannondisability.com/blog/autism-benefits-for-children/ 

CDC (2024). Clinical Testing and Diagnosis for Autism Spectrum Disorder. [online] 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Available at: 

https://www.cdc.gov/autism/hcp/diagnosis/index.html. 

Children's Commissioner (2024). “We are robbing children of their childhoods” – new 

data reveals years-long waits for children’s autism diagnoses. Available at: 

https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/blog/we-are-robbing-children-of-their-

childhoods-new-data-reveals-years-long-waits-for-childrens-autism-diagnoses/ 

Council for Disabled Children (n.d.). How visual timetables can support children with 

speech, language and communication needs in the early years. Available at: 

https://councilfordisabledchildren.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/attachments/Vi

sual%20Timetables%20Resource.I%20CAN.FINAL_.pdf 

Curran, H. (2020). IDENTIFYING SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS IN THE EARLY 

YEARS: PERSPECTIVES FROM SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS 

COORDINATORS. Retrieved from: https://nasen-prod-asset.s3.eu-west-

2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/Identifying-special-educational-needs-in-the-early-

years.pdf 

Department of Education (2021). Meeting the needs of all children. Available at: 

https://help-for-early-years-providers.education.gov.uk/support-for-

practitioners/meeting-the-needs-of-all-children 

https://autism.org/screening-assessment/
https://autism.org/what-is-autism/
https://cannondisability.com/blog/autism-benefits-for-children/
https://www.cdc.gov/autism/hcp/diagnosis/index.html
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/blog/we-are-robbing-children-of-their-childhoods-new-data-reveals-years-long-waits-for-childrens-autism-diagnoses/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/blog/we-are-robbing-children-of-their-childhoods-new-data-reveals-years-long-waits-for-childrens-autism-diagnoses/
https://councilfordisabledchildren.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/attachments/Visual%20Timetables%20Resource.I%20CAN.FINAL_.pdf
https://councilfordisabledchildren.org.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/attachments/Visual%20Timetables%20Resource.I%20CAN.FINAL_.pdf
https://nasen-prod-asset.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/Identifying-special-educational-needs-in-the-early-years.pdf
https://nasen-prod-asset.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/Identifying-special-educational-needs-in-the-early-years.pdf
https://nasen-prod-asset.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/Identifying-special-educational-needs-in-the-early-years.pdf
https://help-for-early-years-providers.education.gov.uk/support-for-practitioners/meeting-the-needs-of-all-children
https://help-for-early-years-providers.education.gov.uk/support-for-practitioners/meeting-the-needs-of-all-children


Department of Health (2016). Factsheet: Developing a public health outcome measure 

for children aged 2 – 2½ using ASQ-3™. Available at: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a803dc3ed915d74e33f9475/AS

Q-3_September_2016.pdf 

DfE & DoH (2015). Special educational needs and disability code of practice: 0 to 25 

years. Statutory guidance for organisations that work with and support children 

and young people who have special educational needs or disabilities. Retrieved 

from: 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7dcb85ed915d2ac884d995/SE

ND_Code_of_Practice_January_2015.pdf 

GOV.UK (2021). The national strategy for autistic children, young people and adults: 

2021 to 2026. [online] GOV.UK. Available at: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-strategy-for-autistic-

children-young-people-and-adults-2021-to-2026/the-national-strategy-for-autistic-

children-young-people-and-adults-2021-to-2026. 

Hayes, G. R., Hirano, S., Marcu, G., Monibi, M., Nguyen, D. H., & Yeganyan, M. (2010). 

Interactive visual supports children with autism. Personal and ubiquitous 

computing, 14, 663-680. 

Hobbs, K. (2023). The Benefits of Visual Supports for Children with Autism. [online] 

Autism Parenting Magazine. Available at: 

https://www.autismparentingmagazine.com/benefits-of-autism-visual-supports/. 

Hume, K. and Indiana Resource Center for Autism (2025). Visual Schedules in the 

School Setting. Available at: https://www.readingrockets.org/topics/autism-

spectrum-disorder/articles/visual-schedules-school-setting 

Hus, Y. and Segal, O. (2021). Challenges Surrounding the Diagnosis of Autism in 

Children. Neuropsychiatric Disease and Treatment, [online] 17(17), pp.3509–

3529. doi: https://doi.org/10.2147/NDT.S282569. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a803dc3ed915d74e33f9475/ASQ-3_September_2016.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a803dc3ed915d74e33f9475/ASQ-3_September_2016.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7dcb85ed915d2ac884d995/SEND_Code_of_Practice_January_2015.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7dcb85ed915d2ac884d995/SEND_Code_of_Practice_January_2015.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-strategy-for-autistic-children-young-people-and-adults-2021-to-2026/the-national-strategy-for-autistic-children-young-people-and-adults-2021-to-2026
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-strategy-for-autistic-children-young-people-and-adults-2021-to-2026/the-national-strategy-for-autistic-children-young-people-and-adults-2021-to-2026
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-strategy-for-autistic-children-young-people-and-adults-2021-to-2026/the-national-strategy-for-autistic-children-young-people-and-adults-2021-to-2026
https://www.autismparentingmagazine.com/benefits-of-autism-visual-supports/
https://www.readingrockets.org/topics/autism-spectrum-disorder/articles/visual-schedules-school-setting
https://www.readingrockets.org/topics/autism-spectrum-disorder/articles/visual-schedules-school-setting
https://doi.org/10.2147/NDT.S282569


Kesherim, R. (2024). Using Visual Aids in Autism. [online] Supportivecareaba.com. 

Available at: https://www.supportivecareaba.com/statistics/using-visual-aids-in-

autism. 

Leicestershire Partnership (n.d.). Visual schedules for autistic people. Retrieved from: 

https://www.leicspart.nhs.uk/autism-space/health-and-lifestyle/autism-and-visual-

schedules/ 

Lord, C., Brugha, T.S., Charman, T., Cusack, J., Dumas, G., Frazier, T., Jones, E.J.H., 

Jones, R.M., Pickles, A., State, M.W., Taylor, J.L. and Veenstra-VanderWeele, J. 

(2020). Autism spectrum disorder. Nature Reviews Disease Primers, [online] 

6(1), pp.1–23. doi: https://doi.org/10.1038/s41572-019-0138-4. 

MacLennan, K., O’Brien, S., & Tavassoli, T. (2022). In our own words: The complex 

sensory experiences of autistic adults. Journal of Autism and Developmental 

Disorders, 52(7), 3061-3075. 

Martinez-Dawkins, S. (2024). National Association of Special Education Teachers: 

Supporting Students with Autism in the Classroom: A Review of the Literature. 

[online] Naset.org. Available at: https://www.naset.org/publications/autism-

spectrum-disorders-series/evaluating-the-effectiveness-of-applied-behavior-

analysis-aba-on-enhancing-social-and-communication-skills-in-children-with-

autism-spectrum-disorder-asd-1 [Accessed 8 May 2025]. 

Mayo Clinic (2018). Autism Spectrum Disorder. [online] Mayo Clinic. Available at: 

https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/autism-spectrum-

disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20352928. 

MHNE_Staff (2024). Beyond Words: Overcoming Barriers to Augmentative and 

Alternative Communication (AAC) for Autistic Individuals. [online] Autism 

Spectrum News. Available at: https://autismspectrumnews.org/beyond-words-

overcoming-barriers-to-augmentative-and-alternative-communication-aac-for-

autistic-individuals/. 

https://www.supportivecareaba.com/statistics/using-visual-aids-in-autism
https://www.supportivecareaba.com/statistics/using-visual-aids-in-autism
https://www.leicspart.nhs.uk/autism-space/health-and-lifestyle/autism-and-visual-schedules/
https://www.leicspart.nhs.uk/autism-space/health-and-lifestyle/autism-and-visual-schedules/
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41572-019-0138-4
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/autism-spectrum-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20352928
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/autism-spectrum-disorder/symptoms-causes/syc-20352928
https://autismspectrumnews.org/beyond-words-overcoming-barriers-to-augmentative-and-alternative-communication-aac-for-autistic-individuals/
https://autismspectrumnews.org/beyond-words-overcoming-barriers-to-augmentative-and-alternative-communication-aac-for-autistic-individuals/
https://autismspectrumnews.org/beyond-words-overcoming-barriers-to-augmentative-and-alternative-communication-aac-for-autistic-individuals/


Murray, J. (2015). Practical teaching strategies for students with autism spectrum 

disorder: A review of the literature. BU Journal of Graduate Studies in Education, 

[online] 7(2), pp.68–75. Available at: 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1230708.pdf. 

National Autistic Society (2025). Masking. [online] www.autism.org.uk. Available at: 

https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/behaviour/masking. 

National Institute of Mental Health (2024). Autism Spectrum Disorder. [online] National 

Institute of Mental Health. Available at: 

https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/autism-spectrum-disorders-asd. 

NHS (2022a). How to Get Diagnosed with Autism. [online] nhs.uk. Available at: 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/autism/getting-diagnosed/how-to-get-diagnosed/. 

NHS (2022b). What Is autism? [online] NHS. Available at: 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/autism/what-is-autism/. 

NHS (2024). Autism Statistics, July 2023 to June 2024. Available at: 

https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/autism-

statistics/july-2023-to-june-2024 

Rutherford, M., Lahood-Kullberg, B., Baxter, J., Johnston, L., and Cebula, K. (n.d.). 

Pupils’ views on visual timetables and labels in mainstream primary classrooms. 

Available at: 

https://eresearch.qmu.ac.uk/bitstream/handle/20.500.12289/10672/10672.pdf 

team, A. media (2025). How to Work with Autistic Children: A Step-by-Step Guide for 

Parents and Advocates. [online] ASD Media. Available at: https://asd.media/how-

to-work-with-autistic-children-a-step-by-step-guide-for-parents-and-advocates/ 

[Accessed 7 May 2025]. 

Topper, A. (2024). The Impact of Autism on Education - Behavioural Intervention for 

Autism. [online] Behavioural Intervention for Autism. Available at: 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1230708.pdf
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/behaviour/masking
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/autism-spectrum-disorders-asd
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/autism/getting-diagnosed/how-to-get-diagnosed/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/autism/what-is-autism/
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/autism-statistics/july-2023-to-june-2024
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/autism-statistics/july-2023-to-june-2024
https://eresearch.qmu.ac.uk/bitstream/handle/20.500.12289/10672/10672.pdf


https://behavioralinterventionforautism.com/blog/the-impact-of-autism-on-

education/. 

UK Parliament Post (2020). Autism. Available at: 

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/POST-PN-0612/POST-

PN-0612.pdf 

Vivanti, G., Dawson, G., & Rogers, S. J. (2017). Early learning in autism. Implementing 

the group-based Early Start Denver Model for preschoolers with autism, 1-12. 

Waisman, T., Alba, L.A., and Green, S.A. (2022). Barriers to Inclusive Learning for 

Autistic Individuals. Paediatrics, 149(Supplement 4). Doi: 

https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2020-049437q. 

World Health Organization (2023). Autism Spectrum Disorders. [online] World Health 

Organization. Available at: https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-

sheets/detail/autism-spectrum-disorders. 

 

https://behavioralinterventionforautism.com/blog/the-impact-of-autism-on-education/
https://behavioralinterventionforautism.com/blog/the-impact-of-autism-on-education/
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/POST-PN-0612/POST-PN-0612.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/POST-PN-0612/POST-PN-0612.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2020-049437q
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/autism-spectrum-disorders
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/autism-spectrum-disorders

