Practitioners Guide to supporting learners with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in a primary school setting.

Introduction + Overview
The purpose of the following practitioners’ guide is to provide educators and support staff with practical evidence-based information partnered with approaches to effectively support learners, particularly with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in a primary school environment.
The key objectives of this practitioners’ guide are to:
Develop Knowledge – this practitioners guide will aim to develop knowledge, improve understanding and increase familiarity of ASD, this includes various traits, assets and potential barriers associated with ASD. 
Encourage inclusion – this practitioners guide will aim to encourage inclusion through moulding classrooms into an environment appropriate for ASD learners to access learning and participate. 
Support diversity – this practitioners guide will aim to support diversity in a primary setting through highlighting realistic approaches and relevant resources to encourage the evolution of current teaching methods and standard of environment to meet the needs of learners.  
Undertake strategy compliance – this practitioners guide will aim to ensure policy compliance through the alignment of effective, high-quality practise with relevant policies, legislation and frameworks. 
Increase positives outcomes – this practitioners guide will aim to support practitioners to use and apply efficient mediations to boost social, emotional and academical growth for learners. 
Improve collaboration – this practitioners guide will aim to improve collaboration between educators, families and specialists to generate tailored support strategies for learners. 
Tackle barriers – this practitioners guide will aim to identify potential barriers to inclusion and propose resolutions to address them, guaranteeing correct access to education.



The importance of inclusive education for learners with ASD in a primary setting. 
The importance of ensuring education is an inclusive environment must not be underestimated specifically for learners with ASD in a primary setting. An inclusive environment can ensure an effective and supportive learning experience. The following are important reasons:
1. Promotes equality – ensuring learning environments are inclusive allows learners with ASD to have the same educational opportunities as their peers, which promotes equality and can reduce exclusion. 
2. Encourages rounded development – supporting learners with ASD to learn alongside their peers can enable the development of social skills, independence and confidence in a safe environment. 
3. Incites acceptance and understanding – inclusive classrooms can support all learners grasp diversity, gain empathy and question stereotypes surrounding ASD and other learning differences. 
4. Increases educational development – inclusive environments support tailored support for individual learners which allows their needs to be met more effectively, encouraging academic and personal progress (Gavaldá and Qinyi, 2012).
Overview of ASD
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition commonly linked to difficulties in social interaction, communication and behaviour. ASD can impact the way learners process information, interact with and respond to the environment around them. 
Key characteristics of ASD:
· Social interaction difficulties – those with ASD may face barriers when understanding social cues, continuing dialogues or developing friendships. 
· Repeat behaviours and interests – learners with ASD may have a fondness for routines, repetitive actions or overly passionate interests. 
· Sensory needs– those with ASD may find themselves with either excessively or unmoved responses to sensory stimuli such as smells, lights, sounds and textures. 
· Strengths – those with ASD may often find their own strengths and weakness are very different to another diagnosed learner with the severity of ASD varying from mild to extreme. 
Strengths linked to ASD:
· Attentiveness to detail
· Strong memory skills
· Obsessive interest in certain topics
· Rational processing and pattern identification (Al-Dewik et al., 2020).

How these characteristics can impact in a primary school setting:
· Learners with ASD may experience issues with social interactions which can impact their relationships with peers and completion of group tasks. 
· Learners with ASD may find barriers with overstimulating classroom environments as they can cause discomfort or distraction due to sensory issues. 
· Learners with ASD may find barriers in a primary setting due to issues with communication. This could limit their interactions, participation levels and their comprehension of instructions. 
· Learners with ASD may face barriers in a primary setting due to their strong preference for routines and structure as this is often viewed as a familiar comfort for these learners. A break in this cycle can have a negative impact on the learner and the way they perceive that specific situation/ aspect of that day.


The education setting – Primary schools
Primary schools are foundation environments where children aged between 4 and 11 attend to learn and acquire key skills. To assist learners with ASD in this setting educators are required to understand the unique landscape of the environment and how to adjust practises to meet their needs. 
Key features of a primary school setting:
Classroom setting – the classroom setting is often an organised area with sub sections allocated for various activities which tend to include quiet zones, workstations and play areas. 
Curriculum – the curriculum covers core subjects such as literacy, numeracy, science social studies, arts and physical education. 
Class volumes – mainstream education class sizes are often larger than specialised classroom environments, this requires methodical approaches to manage the varying needs within the same classroom. 
Socialisation – in mainstream education the number of opportunities for peer interaction and collaborative learning is larger than specialised settings, this increases the potential of opportunities for social development. : 
Routine and structure – reliable daily routine and visual schedules support learners with the make-up of the coming day, allowing them to feel safe and secure (Sammons and And Others, 1995).

Considerations for adaptation of mainstream classroom setting to support learners with ASD
Sensory requirements – mainstream classroom environments can often be overwhelming for ASD learners due to overstimulation, utilising quiet areas as a break from this may produce beneficial outcomes. 
Interaction – learners with ASD may require alternative communication methods such as visual supports or social stories. 
Boundaries – educators will need to be clear in their expectations, use positive reinforcement and ensure consistency to get the response they desire. 
Tailoring – Ensuring activities and directions are altered to suit the needs of the individual to encourage cooperation. 
Holistic support – encouraging consistent communication with educators, assistants, parents and specialists guarantees a complete support system (Rohwer, 2024).
Barriers in a mainstream primary school environment:
· Managing the unique needs of learners whilst also managing the general academic demands of the whole class. 
· Encouraging socialisation of learners and acknowledgement from other learners. 
· Modifying structure to include various sensory and communication difficulties. 
· Ensuring educators have the required resources and training to manage situations (AL-Qallaf, Alsahou and Alenezi, 2021).
Opportunities for inclusion
· Introduce awareness activities into lessons with the view of promoting understanding and acceptance of peers. 
· The use of visual aids and consistent routines enables freedom (Moriña, 2019).








Background
In the context of education, inclusion can be viewed as an intricate multifaceted model which incorporates philosophy, policy and practise with the objective to allow all learners the access to high quality education and encourage full participation in the education process. 
Theorical perspective
Social model of disability – this model suggests that disability isn’t a characteristic of a person, it is however a perspective created by society due to the barriers placed. These barriers include:
· Attitude barriers – there are social stereotypes relating to people with additional needs that often discriminate and exclude the effected population. 
· Physical barriers – while many environments have received improvements to become more accommodating and accessible to the disabled population there are still many examples of staircases with no ramp, narrow doorframes and inadequate lighting.
· Communication barriers – the barrier for communication is largely linked to the poor volume of British sign language interpreters available for deaf people furthermore the is an insufficient format to display information to those with sight difficulties (Oliver, 2013). 
Universal design for learning – this is a methodology to teaching and learning with the goal of giving all learners an equal opportunity for success. While it is thought this framework is attempting to find a ‘one fits all’ approach is it quite the opposite. UDL collect information from multiple other teaching methods to remove all barriers from the learning experience. Encouraging this flexibility ensures there can be alterations made to suit the needs and requirements of each learner. 
The 3 main principles of UDL:
1. Engagement – finding ways to encourage learners and maintain their engagement.
2. Alternates – providing information in a variety of formats such as a worksheet, supported with audio instructions and a video demonstrating how to complete the task. 
3. Expression – offering learners multiple tools to interact with the task such as pen and paper, oral communication, completing a video or working in a group (Rose, 2000). 


 

Learner based planning – this is an approach to teaching which puts the learner at the centre of education process, tailoring the learning process to their needs and preferences, as opposed to teacher led learning, where learners passively receive information from the teachers. Key components of learner-based planning:
· Learners take an active role in the learning process through discussions, problem solving and hands on tasks. 
· Learners are encouraged to make meaningful connections in their education, often linking their current experiences to previous experiences making the content more engaging. 
· Students can make their own decisions around their learning; they often set their own targets and monitor their progress giving them a sense of responsibility (Bremner, Sakata and Cameron, 2022).
Constructivist learning theory – while constructivist learning is closely linked to learner centred learning there are some clear differences. The main components of constructivist theory:
· Learners take an active role in their development; they progress knowledge and understanding through their own experiences. Knowledge isn’t passively received, however it is actively created by the learner. 
· The teacher is seen as a facilitator and guider, there to create opportunities for learners to explore and develop their knowledge (Juvova et al., 2015). 
Humanistic Perspective – this perspective works closely with humanistic psychology; the key concept of this perspective is that children are all good at their core and education should concentrate on logical ways to educate the whole child. This theory leans into the desire that the needs of all learners should be met for them to progressively develop. An example of this would be, a hungry student won’t have the energy or concentration levels to enable participation and understanding. So, by schools providing meals, the basic needs of the learners are met which encourages growth. This theory directed by Maslow focuses on social skills, the emotional aspect of development and practical skills. The foundation of this theory was built on the principle of if the basic hierarchical needs of the learner is met, they will make good decisions (Nabiullina, 2015).


Policy Context
The Equality Act (2010) 
· Forbids discrimination built on disability, race, gender and other characteristics. 
· Ensures appropriate alterations are made to prevent disadvantages for learners with disabilities. 
· Promotes equal accessibility to education and opportunities for all learners (Gov.UK, 2015).
Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) and Additional Learning Needs (ALN) frameworks.
· Highlights the importance of inclusive practises, early identification and personalised support
· Instruction the inclusion of Individual Education Plans (IEP) or similar plans for learners with additional learning needs.  
· Encourage the collaboration between, specialists, learners, families and educators (Department for Education, 2023).
The UN Convention on the rights of persons with disabilities (CRPD)
· Acknowledges the rights of people with disabilities to education on an equal basis with peers (United Nations, 2006).
Barriers to inclusion 
Limited resources
· Many education environments have limited funding to hire specialised staff, install supportive technology and adapted materials for learning. 
· Furthermore, there is limited access to physical environments, sensory toys and dedicated spaces for learners who require sensory regulation (Richler, 2025).
Deficient staff training
· Many teachers and support staff may lack knowledge and understanding regarding ASD and inclusive education. 
· The training required to undertake this inclusive education process requires consistent training due to the ever-evolving nature of inclusive education (Lopez-Gavira, Moriña and Morgado, 2019).
Overpopulated classrooms
· Mainstream education class sizes are often large; this creates difficulties for educators to give every learner the attention and individual support required (Van Vuuren, 2020).
Lack of understanding
· Harmful views, stereotypes and misconceptions surrounding ASD and other additional learning needs can lead to isolation. 
· Many teachers are stuck in their ways of teaching and can often resist to adapt and evolve which could discourage inclusive practices (Pivik, McComas and Laflamme, 2002).
Rigid Curriculum
· It can be perceived that there is a lack of flexibility within the UK National Curriculum and how it is not able to freely adapt to varied learning styles and individual needs of learners (UDVARI-SOLNER and THOUSAND, 1996). 
Emotional difficulties
· Challenging behaviours may be misunderstood or incorrectly managed, leading to isolation. 
· Participation levels can be affected due to difficulties with emotion, anxiety or sensory sensitivities (Reicher, 2010). 
Limited communication
· A lack of collaboration between educators, specialists and families. 
· Learners may lack involvement in decision making (Parveen and Qounsar, 2018).







Case study
Learner profile
· Name – Liam
· Age – 7 years old
· Strengths – above average memory in relation to facts about dinosaurs, strong visual learner, enjoys puzzles and drawing.
· Barriers – issues with socialisation, difficulties with change of routine, struggles with loud noise and bright lights, and restricted verbal communication. 
Within the classroom 
Liam is in a mainstream primary school setting, currently in year 3. The teacher has noted Liams preference to work alone, particularly during group activities. Furthermore, Liam becomes evidently troubled when routine is changed without notice. The classroom where Liam is primarily based is described as energetic with many graphic displays however, it can be overstimulating as it is further labelled as loud and erratic especially during breaktimes. 
Barriers for Liam
Social interaction – Liam faces difficulties to socialise with his peers, often lacking common grounds and unable to begin or maintain conversation. 
Sensory sensitives – Liam finds overstimulating settings a hindrance to his learning, such as loud noises and bright lights. This is often found during break time or group activities within the classroom which results in Liam becoming emotionally withdrawn or dysregulated.
Communication – Due to Liams limited verbal skills he places a large emphasis on gestures or visual aids which can often lead to misunderstandings between him and his peers. 
Routine and structure – Liam finds comfort in routine and structure, difficulties can often arise if this is disrupted leading to Liam feeling anxious and reacting negatively. 
Approaches for support
Visual aids and social stories – the introduction of a visual timetable outlining the activities planned for the forthcoming day can enable Liam to expect change. Creating social stories which portray everyday social scenarios such as interactions with peers and group work, may educate applicable skills and readjust expectations. 
Sensory friendly area – the inclusion of a break out space fitted with noise-cancelling headphones, gentle lighting and comforting toys available for Liam to escape to when feeling overwhelmed.  Containing sensory toys such as fidgets and weighted blankets may allow Liam to control sensory input through the day. 
Adapted guidelines – adjusting activities to make use of Liams strengths such as visual or hands on activities linked with his curiosities. Offering a variety of methods to express understanding, for Liam allowing him to draw instead of writing could be positive for his engagement.
Develop a relationship with specialist and parents – Working with speech and occupational therapists could result in an individualised support system to be introduced. Communicating frequently with Liams parents updating them on development, recent issues and discuss approaches to benefit Liam both at school and home. 
Reported Outcomes 

· Liam adjusted well to visual aids, a change in routine was no longer such a difficulty which resulted in reduced anxiety levels. 
· Liam attempts to initiate interactions with peers more often, especially during group work in class.  
· The sensory toys placed in the quiet zone allow Liam to self-regulate and prolong consistent participation levels in the classroom.
· Using the pictures to communicate his wants and needs, Liam was less frustrated, and mood improved.

Learner profile
· Name – Jessica
· Age – 5
· Strengths – above average puzzle and pattern recognition, great at independent work and following routines, has a strong interest in animals and nature.
· Challenges – Struggles with social situations and reading social cues, limited verbal communication, utilises hand gestures and pictures to communicate needs, doesn’t handle a change in routine well, difficulties with loud noises and bright lights. 
Within the classroom
Jessica is in a mainstream education classroom of 30 students. The teacher has noted that Jessica successfully uses visual aids but responds negatively when the classroom is noisy due to certain activities and transitions such as lunch and break times. Jessica has a strong preference to work independently and finds it difficult to join in with group activities. 
Barriers for Jessica
· Social situations – Jessica finds it difficult to initiate and maintain conversations with peers, often choosing to solo play. This creates a further hindrance to her social barrier.
· Sensory sensitivities – Jessica is often overcome by loud noises and bright lights; this can result in her becoming emotionally dysregulated and withdrawn from the class. 
· Communication – Jessica has poor verbal skills which causes difficulties when she does attempt to express her needs or emotions, often causing an outburst of frustration. 
· Routine disruptions – A change to Jessica’s routine or structure such as a different teacher or change to the schedule can cause her to become anxious. Portraying this outwardly as frustration.




Approaches for support

· Install a specially designed break out space with gentle lighting, sensory toys and equip it with noise cancelling headphones. 
· Utilise visual timetables and social stories to prepare Jessica for daily routines and the potential for changes and how to deal with these if they occur.
· Introduce a picture communication system to encourage Jessica to express her emotions. 
· Ensure all communication with Jessica is clear and simple, encourage the use of visual cues when delivering instructions. 
· Reinforce positive behaviours with praise and rewards.
· Pair Jessica with a learning partner to encourage social development.
· Encourage the participation levels in group work, developing turn taking, sharing and the understanding of emotions. 
· Weave Jessica’s interests into classwork to increase participation levels.
· Allow Jessica to complete work in a variety of ways such as scribing to encourage engagement levels.
· Maintain high communication levels with Jessica’s family to share development and new strategies. 

Reported Outcomes 
· Jessica adjusted well to visual aids, a change in routine was no longer such a difficulty this resulted in reduced anxiety levels. 
· Jessica attempted to start interactions with peers more often, especially during group work in class.  
· The sensory toys placed in the quiet zone allowed Jessica to self-regulate and boosted participation levels in the classroom.
· Using the pictures to communicate her wants and needs, Jessica was less frustrated, and mood improved.




Good Practise guidelines
Classroom environment adjustments
Visual prompts – Using pictures and symbols can support learners understanding of routine, directives and classroom boundaries. 
Designated zones – assigning specific areas of the classroom for various activities such as learning, quiet time, brain breaks to support learners navigate the environment independently. 
Calm areas – introducing a designated calm area with gentle lights, relaxing seating and sensory toys where learners are able to self-regulate when feeling overcome (Suchada Bubpha, 2012). 
Communication Aid
Augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) devices – the application of tools such as a communication board and speech generation devices enable learners to express language that they were unable to previously. 
Short and concise language – ensuring sentences are kept as short as possible with  clear direction and utilising visual aids can enhance understanding and minimise difficulties (Villa, 2021). 
Behaviour management
Positive behaviour support plans – introducing individual plans for learners that highlights trigger areas and effective incentives, furthermore these plans feature pre-emptive strategies to encourage desired behaviours. 
Routines and expectations – ensuring learners have consistent daily schedules and receive expectations clearly as this allows them to feel secure and can often reduce stress and anxiety (Cheminais, 2013). 
Social skills development
Buddy system – pairing a learner with ASD with an empathetic peer may encourage social interactions, showcase appropriate behaviours and support friendship development. 
Social skills – including small group activities in class to focus on sharing and taking turns can develop emotional understanding, these tasks would need to be tailored to the developmental level of the learner (Sachs, 2022). 
Approaches to curriculum and teaching
Variance – adjusting activities and assessment methods to reach the learning requirement of all learners ensures an accessible, inclusive and well-rounded curriculum.
Integrating interests – including the preferred topics or fads of the learners can encourage participation and heighten engagement levels (Norris, 2019). 
Resources
Visual Aids – incorporating visual timetables to help learners to pre-empt transitions between activities. 
Timers – integrating visual timers for learners enables them to prepare for forth coming adjustments and expectations in activities, furthermore this can develop time management skills.  
Sensory toys – utilising sensory tools such as fidgets, weighted blankets and noise-cancelling headphones allows learners to regulate sensory input and encourages focus (Adams and Brown, 2025). 
Conclusion

This practitioners guide highlights the critical importance of an inclusive, supportive and flexible primary school environment for learners with additional learning needs such as ASD. By preparing educators and support staff with the research-based approaches it emphasises the need to comprehend individual differences, alter classroom environments and implement individualised approaches to meet the diverse needs of each learner. The guide emphasises that encouraging inclusion not only promotes equality and acceptance but can enhance learner’s social, emotional and academical development. 
Furthermore, it stresses the significance of continuous professional development, collaboration with families and specialists, and pre-emptive efforts to highlight and address barriers to inclusion. Embracing a flexible, holistic and learner-based approach ensures that every child is inspired to reach their full potential within a nurturing and understanding environment. Commitment to continuous reflection and evolution is key in transforming inclusive education from a concept into a consistent reality benefiting all learners and enhancing the broader community. 
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