Question: If you took over a class mid-year that included a pupil like Maya, what would you do in your first two weeks to reduce anxiety and build trust?

Case Study: Maya – Year 5 (Age 10)

Background
Maya is a bright, articulate pupil with a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). She has a strong memory and a particular interest in geography and animals. She responds best to predictable routines, clear expectations, and trusted adults. During the autumn term, Maya flourished with her class teacher, Mrs. Evans, who used calm, consistent routines, visual schedules, and a low-arousal environment. After Christmas, Mrs. Evans went on maternity leave and was replaced by Mr. Jones, a lively, enthusiastic teacher new to the school.
Emerging Difficulties
In the first few weeks of the spring term, staff noticed subtle signs of distress.
By the end of the first month, these had developed into clear school avoidance behaviours.
· Maya became anxious and tearful on school mornings, often refusing to get dressed.
· She began complaining of stomach aches and headaches on days when Mr. Jones was teaching.
· Her parents reported that she cried on Sunday evenings, saying “It’s not my school anymore.”
· She started refusing to leave the car at drop-off, clinging to her mum.
· Attendance fell from 97% to 80% within six weeks.
When she did attend, Maya often sat alone, refused to join group work, or covered her ears when the class became noisy.
In-School Behaviour
· Avoids eye contact and hides under her desk when approached by Mr. Jones.
· Asks repetitive questions: “When is Mrs. Evans coming back?”
· Refuses to participate in whole-class discussions.
· Meltdowns triggered by timetable changes or unexpected visitors.
· Becomes calm and focused when with her teaching assistant in a quiet space.


Parent Perspective
At home, Maya has become withdrawn and clingy. Her mum describes long morning battles and physical distress: “She says she feels sick and begs me not to make her go. She’s scared because things keep changing and she doesn’t know what’s coming next.” Her parents have tried various strategies — earlier bedtimes, calming music, rewards — but none have stopped the morning panic. They worry she is losing confidence and trust in school.
Teacher Perspective (Mr. Jones)
Mr. Jones feels frustrated and unsure how to help: “I really want her to feel comfortable, but she shuts down or runs out when I talk to her. I think she misses Mrs. Evans, and I’m not sure how to rebuild that connection.” He recognises Maya’s distress is genuine but finds it challenging to balance her needs with those of 29 other pupils.

Underlying Factors
	Area
	Description

	Loss of Predictability
	Change in teacher disrupted routines that gave Maya security.

	Relationship Disruption
	Separation from a trusted adult led to anxiety and withdrawal.

	Sensory Overload
	New teacher’s louder, more dynamic style feels overwhelming.

	Social Confusion
	Struggles to interpret humour, tone, and new classroom expectations.

	Emotionally Based School Avoidance
	School now linked with fear, uncertainty, and loss of control.



Reflective questions
1. Understanding the Behaviour
· What is Maya’s refusal behaviour communicating?
· How can we differentiate between won’t go and can’t go to school?
· How might the change in relationships and sensory environment have contributed?
2. Early Support and Intervention
· How can Mr. Jones rebuild trust and predictability?
· What are some small, low-stress steps toward re-engagement and attendance?
· How might a graded return plan look in this situation?
3. Collaboration
· How could the school, parents, and ALNCo work together to support Maya?
· What role could a Nurture Group, ELSA, or specialist ASD teacher play?
· How can communication between home and school prevent escalation?
4. Reflection
· What can this situation teach us about how change and transition are managed for autistic pupils?
· How can trainee teachers prepare for similar scenarios?
Practical Strategies
	Focus Area
	Possible Actions

	Transition Support
	

	Relationship Building
	

	Graded Return Plan
	

	Safe Base
	

	Home–School Communication
	

	Social Story
	

	Environmental Adjustments
	

	Peer Awareness
	







