A Practitioners Guide to Supporting Learners
with Autism Spectrum Disorder

Introduction and overview
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a lifelong developmental condition that greatly influences how individuals perceive, interact with, and respond to everything around them. Characterised by challenges in social communication, repetitive behaviours, and sensory sensitivities, ASD manifests in many ways, requiring individual support. According to Baird et al (2006) the prevalence of ASD is estimated to be 1 in 100 individuals in the UK, with increasing recognition worldwide reflecting improved awareness and diagnostic tool.[image: ]
This guide is designed to provide primary school educators with a comprehensive resource to help support learners with ASD effectively. By integrating theoretical frameworks, legislative guidance and practical strategies, the guide aims to address both the academic and socio-emotional needs of the students. Primary school is a critical period for foundational skill development, making it essential to implement inclusive practices that accommodate diverse learning needs while fostering a sense of belonging. Fleury et al (2014) emphasises that many educators feel unprepared to adapt their instruction to mee the diverse needs of students with ASD. This lack of preparation can impact academic performance, highlighting the need for informed instructional strategies and better alignment with general education curricula to support equitable educational opportunities and long-term success.
this guide emphasises the importance of tailored interventions informed by an understanding of ASD’s characteristics and the unique profiles of individual learners. These interventions not only aim to enhance the educational experience for children with ASD but also contribute to the development of an inclusive school culture. By prioritising collaboration, empathy and adaptability, practitioners can create environments where all learners thrive academically, socially, and emotionally.
Additionally, through professional development, reflective practices and partnerships with families and specialists, teachers can create systematic changes that benefit all students. 

Background
[image: ]ASD is a complex neurodevelopmental condition that effects individuals in diverse and profound ways, encompassing a broad range of strengths and challenges. These variations in cognitive, social, and behavioural traits highlight the importance of tailored educational strategies to support learners with ASD effectively. According to the CDC (2024) the global prevalence of ASD has risen significantly, with approximately 1 in 68 children being diagnosed, though rates vary due to regional differences in awareness, diagnostic criteria, and screening practices. This increase reflects both genuine growth in diagnosis and advancements in recognising the condition.

Core Characteristics of ASD
Social Communication Difficulties
A defining feature of ASD is difficulty in understanding and using verbal and non-verbal communication. Learners may struggle to interpret facial expressions, gestures, tone of voice or social norms like taking turns talking during group discussions. Tager-Flusberg & Joseph (2003) states that the neurocognitive characteristics of ASD, such as deficits in processing social cues, contribute to the difficulties in interpreting nuanced social contexts. For instance, a student might misinterpret a peer’s joke as literal, leading to confusion and potential social isolation. These challenges can hinder participation in collaborative learning activities and require targeted interventions. Mundy et al (1990) states that joint attention, a foundational social skill is closely linked to language development, and its disruption in children with ASD significantly impacts their social communication abilities.
Restrictive Interests and Repetitive Behaviour 
Learners with ASD often demonstrate intense focus on specific topics or repetitive actions, which can serve as a source of comfort and predictability. For example, a child fascinated by trains might excel in tasks involving patterns or sequences but resist engagement with unrelated subjects. According to Uljarevic & Evans (2017) evidence suggests that repetitive behaviours in ASD may function as a coping mechanism for managing anxiety or sensory overload, particularly in stressful or unpredictable situations. While such focused interests can be helpful in enhancing motivation and learning, they may also limit them from new experiences. Educators must balance encouraging the child’s passions while gently introducing new concepts to foster adaptability and curiosity. According to Ganz et al (2012) the picture exchange communication system (PECS) is a widely researched and effective intervention for individuals with ASD. It supports the development of functional communications skills and has been linked to a reduction in challenging behaviours, making it a valuable tool for educators and therapists working with ASD learners.



Sensory Processing Differences
[image: ]Sensory sensitivities are a common to children with ASD. Marco et al (2011) states that neurophysiological research highlights atypical sensory processing in ASD, including differences in sensory gating and integration, which contribute to the unique sensory experiences of individuals with ASD. Over sensitivity to sensory input such as bright lights, loud noises or certain textures can cause distress, potentially leading to disengagement or meltdowns. Conversely, under sensitivity may drive a need for intense sensory stimulation, like hand flapping or spinning which can disrupt the classrooms focus to learn. Addressing these needs might involve creating sensory friendly environments, offering sensory breaks, or providing tools such as noise cancelling headphones or textured fidgets. Baranek et al (2006) emphasises that tools such as the sensory experiences questionnaire provide a reliable way to assess and address sensory differences in young children with ASD, facilitating targeted interventions. Ashburner et al (2008) also states that learners with ASD who experience heightened sensory sensitivities frequently face challenges due to environmental factors such as bright lights, excessive noise, and uncomfortable classroom setups. These conditions can significantly increase anxiety levels, decrease engagement with tasks and lead to disruptive behaviours, including avoidance and meltdowns.
Executive Functioning Challenges
Executive functioning encompasses skills like planning, organisation and time management is often an area of difficulty for learners with ASD. Hill (2004) states that executive dysfunction in ASD is characterized by difficulties with cognitive flexibility, inhibitory control, and planning, which effect daily functioning and learning outcomes. A student might struggle with multi-step tasks, such as writing an essay or have trouble transitioning between activities. These challenges can result in incomplete assignments or difficulties in group projects. Providing structured routines, visual schedules and clear step by step instructions can help learners in achieving academic success. Demetriou et al (2018) emphasises that meta-analysis reveals that individuals with ASD exhibit significant impairments across multiple domains of executive function, reinforcing the need for targeted support strategies to enhance cognitive flexibility, working memory and problem-solving skills.
Emotional Regulation and Anxiety
[image: ]Many learners with ASD experience heightened anxiety, particularly in unpredictable or unfamiliar situations. Changes in routine such as a substitute teacher or a fire drill can trigger distress. Emotional regulation challenges may manifest as withdrawal, tantrums, or avoidance behaviour, underscoring the need for stable, supportive learning environments. Educators can help by preparing students for changes in advance, using social stories and teaching coping strategies. According to Conner et al (2018) programs such as the emotional awareness and skill enhancement (EASE) demonstrate that targeted interventions can significantly improve emotion regulation abilities in learners with ASD, reducing anxiety and enhancing emotional resilience.
Diversity Within the Spectrum 
ASD is often described as a spectrum because of the wide variability in abilities and challenges. Some learners may be non-verbal, relying on alternative communication methods like picture exchange systems or speech generating devices. Others might have advanced verbal skills but struggle with pragmatic language, such as understanding sarcasm or navigating social conversations. Lai et al (2015) highlighted significant sex and gender differences in ASD, for example, girls with ASD are more likely to mask their difficulties by mimicking peers, which can lead to underdiagnosed or delayed identification. Understanding these gendered nuances is essential for educators seeking to implement equitable support strategies tailored to the unique profiles of their learners.
Theoretical Foundations of Inclusive Practices
The Social Model of Disability
This model states that barriers in the environment, rather than an individual’s impairments, are the primary obstacles to inclusion. For learners with ASD, this perspective emphasises the need to remove barriers such as rigid teaching methods or sensory unfriendly environments. Practical applications include adapting teaching styles, offering flexible seating and providing access to assistive technologies. Thomas (2004) states that the social relational model builds on the traditional social model by highlighting the interaction between individual impairments and social barriers, offering a better understanding of the disability.
Universal Design for Learning
UDL promotes designing curricula that meet diverse learning needs from the start. According to Al-Azawei et al (2016) the UDL framework has gained significant recognition as an effective approach to addressing learner diversity by creating flexible instructional environments. For example, incorporating visual aids, direct activities and auditory instructions ensures that al learners can access content in ways that align with their strengths. Rao & Meo (2016) states that practical guidance on applying UDL principles, such as designing standards-based lessons empowers educators to create engaging and inclusive classrooms tailored to the needs of all students.
Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)
This theory highlights the importance of scaffolding learning experiences to help students achieve tasks just beyond their current abilities. According to Shabani et al (2010) Vygotsky’s ZPD represents the range between what a learner can accomplish independently and what they can achieve with assistance from a more knowledgeable other, emphasising the importance of guided instruction in fostering growth. For children with ASD, this might involve step by step guidance during new activities, Moll (1990) emphasises that in educational practice, scaffolding withing the ZPD involves providing targeted support to learners as they master new skills, gradually transferring responsibility as their competence develops. With gradual withdrawal of support as they gain confidence.
Constructivism
Constructivism approaches focus on active, experiential learning, enabling students to build understanding through direct activities. Bada & Olusegun (2015) states that constructivism is a learning theory that explains how individuals construct knowledge and meaning from their experiences, providing a foundation for designing active and student-centred learning environments. For example, science lessons incorporating experiments allows learners to explore concepts physically, aiding comprehension and retention. According to Phillips (1995) constructivism encompasses diverse interpretations, each offering unique perspectives on learning while presenting challenges in its implementation. Critical discussions highlight the importance of balancing student-centred approaches with structured guidance.
Theory of Mind (ToM)
ToM addresses the difficulty many individuals with ASD face in understanding others thoughts and feelings. According to Wellman (2018) ToM refers to the ability to attribute mental states such as beliefs, desires, emotion and knowledge to oneself and others, and to recognise that others have perspectives different from ones own. Educational strategies informed by ToM might include social stories, role-playing and explicit teaching of empathy and perspective taking. Baron-Cohen et al (1985) states that children with ASD often face challenges in developing ToM, which can impact their ability to engage in meaningful social interactions and interpret social cues.
Sensory Integration Theory
This theory explores how individuals process sensory input and its impact on behaviour. Sensory friendly strategies, such as providing calming tools or minimizing environmental overstimulation can support learners with sensory sensitivities. Schaaf & Mailloux (2015) states that implementing Ayres Sensory Integration for children with ASD involves personalised strategies that address sensory processing challenges, promoting participation in meaningful activities and enhancing functional outcomes. Watling & Hauer (2015) also state that examining Ayres Sensory Integration for individuals with ASD indicates positive outcomes, including improved functional performance and participation in everyday activities.
Legislative Frameworks Supporting Inclusion
· Equality Act 2010: Requires schools to make reasonable adjustments, such as modifying curricula or creating sensory friendly environments, to prevent disadvantage. According to the Department of Education (2014) this document outlines the responsibilities of the schools under the Equality Act 2010, ensuring that no student is discriminated against based on their disability or other protected characteristics. 
· SEND Code of Practice (2015): The Department of Education (2015) states that the SEND Code of Practice 2015 provides guidance for supporting children and young people aged 0 to 25 with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). It focuses on working together across education, health, and care services to provide the right support. The code promotes inclusion by removing barriers to learning and encourages involving children and their families in decisions. It also helps young people prepare for adulthood through personalised plans like education, health, and care plans.
· ALN Code for Wales (2021): The Welsh Government (2021) states that the Additional Learning Needs (ALN) for 2021 reinforces a person-centred approach, focusing on early identification and timely interventions for students with additional needs.
· Autism Act (2009): According to Gov.uk (2021) the Autism Act 2009 was the first legislation in England to specifically focus on Autism. It requires the government to publish and regularly update a strategy to meet the needs of people with Autism. This includes improving access to services, addressing health inequalities, increasing public awareness, and ensuring that local authorities and health bodies provide appropriate support, the act aims to reduce social disadvantages faced by autistic individuals and promote a more inclusive society.
Internationally, the UN Convention on the rights of the child (19989) establishes the right to quality education, underscoring the importance of removing barriers and providing accommodations.

Case Study
This case study is based on the research by Humphrey & Lewis (2008), it explores the experiences of a boy with ASD in a mainstream primary school. The study highlights the challenges they faced in his academic, social, and emotional development and the strategies that supported his progress.
Background
The pupil was described by his teachers as exceptionally gifted in mathematics and logical reasoning, often solving complex problems with ease. However, his ASD presented challenges that greatly impacted his school experience. Social communication meant that they would avoid eye contact, struggle to initiate conversations and often misinterpret social cues leading to isolation. Humphrey & Lewis (2008) emphasised that students with ASD often struggle with social communication, sensory sensitivities and navigating unpredictable environments, which can lead to anxiety and isolation in school settings. Sensory sensitivities, particularly to noise and touch caused distress in environments like the cafeteria or assemblies. These triggers often led to meltdowns or withdrawal. They also relied heavily on routine and predictability, with unexpected changes such as fire drills or substitute teachers causing anxiety and behavioural disruptions. Despite these obstacles, their enthusiasm for technology and problem-solving provided a chance for tailored support and engagement.
Challenges
The difficulties they faced in the school was multifaceted:
· Social Isolation: They would spend recess alone and avoid group activities, limiting peer interaction and friendships. Symes & Humphrey (2010) state that peer support systems have been shown to enhance social inclusion and reduce isolation for students with ASD in mainstream schools.
· [image: ]Sensory Overload: Loud or chaotic environments overwhelmed them, frequently triggering meltdowns, or disengagement. 
· Difficulty with Transitions: even minor changes in their daily schedule resulted in a lot of stress and disruptive behaviours. Welsh Government (2021) stated that visual supports and consistent routines can help students with ASD manage transitions and reduce associated stress.
· Academic Barriers: while excelling in subjects like maths, they found collaborative learning and open-ended tasks incredibly challenging.
Interventions and Strategies
The school implemented a comprehensive, individual approach to address these challenges:
· Sensory Accommodations: they were provided with noise cancelling headphones to use during assemblies or noisy activities. A quite zone within the classroom offered a space equipped with calming tools, such as weighted lap pads and fidget toys, where they could self-regulate during moments of sensory overload. According to Welsh Government (2021) sensory accommodations, such as quiet zones and noise-cancelling headphones, are essential in managing sensory overload and improving classroom participation for autistic students.
· Visual Supports: Visual schedules were introduced to provide them with a clear outline of his daily activities reducing anxiety. Teachers also broke down complex assignments into manageable steps using visual task cards.
· Social Skills Development: weekly social skills sessions, led by speech and language therapist, taught them key social skills like turn taking, initiating conversations, and interpreting body language through role-playing and games. A buddy system paired them with supportive peers during group activities, fostering inclusion and friendship. Symes & Humphrey (2010) states that structured social skills programs and peer monitoring systems can foster inclusion and reduce isolation for students with ASD.
· Strength Based Learning: Teachers incorporated their interests in technology into group projects. For instance, he took on a lead role in designing a digital presentation during a science lesson, allowing him to contribute while also showing his strengths.
· Predictable Routines: Verbal cues and countdown timers were used to prepare them for transitions helping to minimize stress. A personalised toolkit, containing comfort items like a favourite book, was available to help him during unstructured times. Humphrey & Lewis (2008) states that leveraging individual strengths, such as interests in technology, can enhance engagement and build confidence in learners with ASD.
Outcomes
Over the course of the year, they exhibited significant improvements across social, emotional and academics. Their use of sensory accommodations greatly reduced meltdowns, enabling them to participate more consistently in classroom activities. Visual supports enhanced his independence, allowing to transition between activities with greater confidence and complete tasks more efficiently. Their social skills and confidence also grew through the structured group sessions and buddy system. They began initiating conversations with peers, joining group activities during recess, and building friendships. Teachers reported increased engagement in lessons, particularly when were aligned with his technological interests. Parental feedback confirmed these positive changes, with them being less anxious and more communicative at home.
Key Takeaways
This case underscores the importance of individualised interventions that leverage a learner’s strengths while addressing their challenges. Sensory accommodations, visual supports, and structured social skills training proved essential in fostering inclusion and academic success. Collaboration among educators, specialists and families ensure the interventions were consistent and impactful, creating an environment where they could thrive. According to Humphrey and Lewis (2008) individualised approaches that focus on both strengths and challenges are critical for supporting academic, social, and emotional growth in autistic learners.
Good Practice Guidelines
Creating an inclusive classroom for leaners with ASD involves evidence-based strategies tailored to individual needs. Key areas of focus include classroom management, sensory accommodations, instructional methods, and social emotional development, supported by collaboration and professional growth.
[image: ]Classroom Management
Predictable routines reduce anxiety and provide structure. Koegel et al (2012) emphasises that establishing predictable routines reduce anxiety and provides essential structure for students with ASD. Visual schedules and advanced notice to changes help manage expectations effectively. Visual schedules, timers and clear instructions help students anticipate transitions and manage expectations. For example, starting each day with a calming activity, such as a mindfulness activity, sets a positive tone. Seating arrangements are also important. Hodgson et al (2017) argue that seating arrangements play a vital role in reducing distractions for students with ASD. Flexible options, such as wobble stools or beanbags, are especially helpful for maintain focus and improving engagement. Positioning students away from distractions such as doors and windows, a designated calm corner with sensory tools provides a safe place for self-regulation when students feel overwhelmed.
Sensory Accommodations
Addressing sensory sensitivities is vital for leaners with ASD. Ashburner et al (2010) highlights that modifying the sensory environment through dimmed lighting, sound absorbing materials and noise cancelling headphones minimises stress and enhances learning for students with ASD, this will help reduce minimise environmental stressors. A sensory friendly classroom also includes quiet areas equipped with fidget toys, weighted blankets, or tactile objects to support self-regulation. Regular sensory breaks, such as stretching, walking or yoga, allows students to recharge and return to tasks with renewed focus. Schaaf & Lane (2014) state that sensory breaks, tailored to individual needs provide students with essential opportunities to recharge and improve their ability to focus on academic tasks. Personalising these accommodations ensures they meet individual needs.
Instructional Strategies
Clear structured instructions help learners with ASD thrive. Breaking tasks into smaller steps and using visual aids, such as diagrams or colour coded instructions, helps make complex activities manageable. Knight et al (2014) recommends breaking tasks into smaller manageable steps and incorporating visual aids to support comprehension and successful task completion for students with ASD. Pairing demonstrations with written or visual guides further reinforces understanding. Technology also enhances engagement with accessibility. Bouck & Flanagan (2010) highlight the importance of using technology, like interactive whiteboards, tablet applications and visual timers, to engage students with ASD and cater to their diverse learning styles. These technologies can help cater to diverse learning styles and support communication.
Social-emotional Support
Promoting social-emotional skills is crucial for fostering peer relationships. Wong et al (2015) suggests that structured social skills interventions, include role-playing, social narratives and visual aids effectively teach students with ASD how to navigate social interactions and build empathy. Tools like emotion cards or storytelling exercises help students understand and express their feelings. Kasari et al (2010) emphasises that group-based activities and peer mediated interventions foster collaboration and help students with ASD form meaningful peer relationships. Educating neurotypical students about neurodiversity through books and discussions foster a culture of understanding and acceptance.
Collaboration and Professional Development
Iovannone et al (2003) states that collaboration between educators, families and specialists is essential to ensuring consistency and tailoring interventions to the unique needs of students with ASD. Regular meetings to review progress and adjust strategies help maintain consistency. Engaging specialists, such as occupational therapists, speech-language pathologists, greatly improves intervention plans with targeted expertise. Ongoing professional development equips educators with skills to support diverse learners. Reichow et al (2008) highlights the importance of ongoing professional development for educators, focusing on sensory integration, behaviour management, and inclusive teaching practices to improve outcomes for students with ASD. Training on sensory integration, behaviour management and inclusive practices ensure teachers are well prepared to meet the needs of students with ASD. Reflective practices, such as peer feedback encourages continuous improvement. By implementing these strategies, educators can create supportive environments that meets the unique needs of learners with ASD.
Critical Reflections and Barriers

Creating inclusive environments for learners with ASD demands addressing systemic challenges and reflecting on persistent barriers in education. Despite increased awareness and accommodations, gaps remain in funding, training, and systemic support. A major barrier is inadequate funding for inclusive education. Waisman et al (2022) states that limited funding in schools significantly impacts their availability of critical resources such as sensory equipment, assistive technologies and specialised staff like occupational therapists and educational psychologists, making it difficult to create inclusive environments. This shortfall intensifies sensory and environmental challenges for autistic learners, often leaving them overwhelmed and stressed in traditional school settings. These limitations leave educators without the tools needed to support the diverse needs of students with ASD.
Teacher training is another critical issue. Many educators feel unprepared to support students with ASD due to insufficient training during their qualifications or professional development. Jaffal (2022) emphasises that without specialised strategies, educators may rely on generic methods that fail to meet the diverse needs of their students. Comprehensive ongoing training in areas like communication, sensory processing, and behavioural strategies is essential for fostering inclusion. Without ASD specific strategies, teachers may use generic approaches that overlook neurodiverse needs. Regular, mandatory training on sensory processing, communication and behaviour management is essential.
[image: ]Traditional curricula also pose challenges by prioritising standardised assessments over personalised learning. El-Salahi et al (2023) emphasised that standardised curricula often disadvantage autistic learners, who’s progress might not align with conventional academic measures. Personalised learning approaches, including flexible curricula and alternative assessments are critical for supporting these students. Incorporating frameworks allows educators to prioritise communication, emotional regulation, and tailored training goals.
Social inclusion remains problematic, as stigma and misunderstanding about ASD persist. Goldman & Preece (2023) states that social stigma and misunderstandings about autism continue to be significant barriers to inclusion. Autistic students often face bullying or isolation, with which greatly effects their emotional well-being and engagement in school life. Promoting awareness and empathy through peer mentorship programmes and neurodiversity workshops can help build inclusive cultures. Additionally, understanding and incorporating the perspectives of autistic adolescents is essential in creating environments where they feel valued. Learners with ASD may face bullying or exclusion, effecting their emotional well-being and engagement. Schools must foster awareness, empathy and culture celebrating neurodiversity.
Addressing these barriers requires systemic reforms. According to El-Salahi (2023) achieving true inclusion requires systemic changes. Increased funding is vital to provide the tools, training, and staff necessary for effective support. Collaboration between educators, families, and specialists ensures interventions are tailored to each students’ unique needs. Such coordination efforts help address structural barriers and create equitable educational opportunities. Increased funding is also essential to hire specialised staff, provide sensory tools, and ensure ongoing teacher training. Educational systems must adopt flexible curricula that support individualised learning paths through project-based learning and technology. Collaborating with families and specialists to create tailored education plans ensures that interventions are effective.
At the school level, fostering a supportive culture is important. Peer mentorship, inclusive activities, and neurodiversity workshops can create a sense of belonging. Open communication between educators, parents and specialists enhances tailored support. By addressing these barriers and reflecting critically on practices, schools can move towards true inclusion, challenging structures that create inequality and enabling learners with ASD to thrive academically and socially. 
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