Supporting and Developing Autistic Learners.

Complications in communication and social interaction, coupled with repetitive and rigid ways of behaving and thinking are often traits demonstrated by a neurodevelopmental condition, referred to as ‘Autistic Spectrum Disorders’. However, there is a vast variation in the way children with autism manifest their contrasting behavioural actions. Many children experience problems with expressive and receptive communication, which results in the inappropriate utilisation of language in social situations. As autism is a developmental condition, its characteristics and symptoms fluctuate affecting the rate at which children develop. Some children with autism experience a plateauing or decline in their development, which can unfortunately result in the acquisition of an additional learning disability (Charman et al., 2011).
According to Twist and Wilkinson (2010), autism affects roughly one per cent of the population in the United Kingdom. In addition to this statistic, Charman et al., (2011) predicts that fifty per cent of children with autism, have additional learning disabilities which affects their intellect. According to Twist and Wilkinson (2010), children with autism are highly likely to endure exclusions from school, when compared to that of their peers. This could impact upon their educational and childhood outcomes, with some children children unable to achieve adult independence, obtain full time employment or experience the enjoyment of social interactions. This can be particularly concerning for carers and parents alike (Charman et al., 2011). 
The Warnock Report of 1978 reviewed the educational entitlements of children with special educational needs (SEN) (Glazzard et al., 2015). Baroness Warnock published her findings, which recommended children with SEN be educated in mainstream settings. Warnock’s proposals later formed the basis of the Education Act 1993 (Education in England, 2020).
The Education Act 1993 gave children with SEN the entitlement to attend a mainstream educational setting following an assessment of their conditions. If children and their families met the set criteria as set out in Act, a place within a mainstream setting was awarded (Education Act 1993). However, according to the Department for Education and Skills (2001), the set criteria was abused denying several children the entitlement to an inclusive education, within a mainstream setting. To address the Act’s shortfall, an emphasis was placed upon education authorities and schools to establish policies, cultures and practices to address inclusivity whilst meeting the educational requirements of children with autism within schools (Department for Education and Skills, 2001).
Inclusive education was adopted by the Government in accordance with UNESCO and the Salamanca Statement 1994 (UNESDOC, 2020). In accordance with the statement, a ‘Framework for Action’ was adopted for use to provide guidance to mainstream schools on how provisions should be made to accommodate children, irrespective of their intellect, emotional, social, linguistic or physical condition (CSIE, 2020). In addition, the Salamanca Statement advised all governments to endorse inclusive education for all children, into mainstream settings with provisions made for compelling exceptions (Department for Education and Skills, 2001).
As a consequence of the Salamanca Statement, the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 was implemented to legislatively protect disabled persons from any kind of discrimination, within society (Disability Discrimination Act 1995). Within the Act, a clear definition was provided for the term ‘disability’. However, it later became evident that the definition did not include a compelling proportion of children affected with SEN (Welsh Government, 2009). In addition, the Act was criticised for adopting an approach which favoured the medical model, in oppose to the social model of disability (McTigue, 2007). Legislation introduced under the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001, appears to have addressed this shortfall by increasing provision to avoid discrimination to persons within educational settings and schools by amending Part 4 of the Education Act 1996 (Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001).
The Special Educational Needs Code of Practice for Wales was implemented in April 2002. It adopted many of the duties and rights, as evident in the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 2001 (National Assembly for Wales, 2004). The Code placed a responsibility upon Local Education Authorities, schools, early years settings, social and health settings, to have regard for its legislative requirements for children with SEN. Key principles within the Code, ensured that children with SEN would have their educational requirements met, in accordance with the National Curriculum in mainstream schools. However, the report subsequently highlighted its own shortcomings by identifying a requirement for the listed bodies, to abide by their legislative duties without actually providing clear details on how. As the Code only provides guidance, this could potentially result in a wide scope of interpretation. However, the Code could be amended to provide clarity on this matter. In addition, the Code recommends settings consider the views of child and the role of the parent whilst promoting early identification of the child’s needs, utilising a collaborative approach (Neath Port Talbot County Borough Council (NPTCBC), 2004). 
Early identification for children with SEN, is considered essential when providing a holistic approach to the child’s specified needs. The Special Educational Needs Code of Practice for Wales 2002 implemented early identification as part of a graduated approach to achieving good practice, which encompasses a wide range of strategies, via collaboration from multi-agency partnerships (National Assembly for Wales, 2004). The Code referenced the use of the ‘Handbook of Good Practice for Children with SEN’. However, the handbook could not be sourced, which subsequently questions the purpose of its reference. The Assembly could address this issue by providing a link within the document.
The graduated response system was originally implemented as a means of streamlining the SEN identification process, in primary schools (NPTCBC, 2004). An initial timeframe of twenty six weeks was set, to complete assessments and instigate a statement (National Assembly for Wales, 2004). However, the Welsh Government have now recognised that this system is no longer viable for its intended purpose (Dauncey, 2016). A new system is due for implementation in 2020, in accordance with the legislative requirements of the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunals (Wales) Act 2018 (Welsh Government2, 2018).
The Act is set to introduce legislation which slightly deviates from the original graduated response system and use of Individual Education Plans and statements. A new unified framework is intended to collaboratively address children’s needs, through the implementation of an Individual Development Plan for children and young persons, aged 0-25 years. The Welsh Government are anticipating no increase in diagnosis for additional learning needs (ALN), irrespective of the addition of persons aged between 16 and 25 years (Dauncey, 2016), which is slightly concerning. However, the Welsh Government have reaffirmed their declaration that the new system will be fair and consistent with reduction observed in the overall timescale, to a period of thirteen weeks. This may help young persons to overcome any barriers to learning which could potentially hinder them from achieving in adulthood (Welsh Government4, 2019). This statistic may require close scrutinisation by educators, to ensure ALN children are not disadvantage in the near future.
In addition, the Act has addressed previous concerns regarding the definition of disability, by collaborating the term ALN with disability, as defined in the Equality Act 2010 (Welsh Government4, 2019). The term ALN was initially adopted for use in some of its policies and practices by the Welsh Government in 2006, as an alternative concept to the term SEN (Dauncey, 2016). However, subsequent policies and practices initiated by the Welsh Government, do not appear to preferentially favour the term, which could be misleading and confusing to the reader. Consequently, the Welsh Government have appeared to avoid all such future confusion by singularly adopting the term ALN, to describe any learning disability as defined in the The Equality Act 2010. However, the Welsh Government could issue a statement to provide further clarity on the utilisation of the term ALN.
The Equality Act 2010 (section 6), implemented legislation to protect children from discrimination whilst at school (Welsh Government4, 2019). The legislative requirements of the Act prohibits the unfair treatment of persons as a consequence of their gender reassignment, age, sex, religion or belief, disability, race, marriage or civil partnership, sexual orientation, maternity or pregnancy – diversely referred to as ‘protected characteristics’ (Equality Act 2010). However, the definition has since attracted widespread criticism.  
According to the Department for Education and Department of Health (2015), the definition of disability within the Act, was susceptible to interpretation. This notion was in part agreed with by the House of Lords, who challenged the Government in 2018 by suggesting the term ‘protected characteristics’, was of no benefit to disabled persons in practice. The concern was debated, and the Government upheld their decision (House of Lords, 2018). However, controversy continues to shroud the definition. It is anticipated that educators will be closely scrutinising how the definition impacts upon the long term objectives, of the ALN and Education Tribunals (Wales) Act 2018 (Welsh Government4, 2019). 
The ALN and Educational Tribunals (Wales) Act 2018, has attracted criticism regarding its financial costs and implications. The Welsh Government defended the accusation, by reiterating how the intended projected cost was expected to be much less, than the current SEN system (BBC News, 2017). Further concerns also highlighted the negative impact of recent austerity cutbacks, as many schools endured reductions in their staffing numbers. As a consequence, this could potentially impact upon the effective implementation of the Act (BBC Wales, 2017). To reassure educators, the Welsh Government could provide additional temporary financial resources.
In addition to the aforementioned concerns, a study performed by Estyn in October 2018 revealed the majority of schools in Wales, only possessed a satisfactory awareness with regard to the ALN and Education Tribunals (Wales) Act 2018. Within the study, Estyn identified a weakness across most schools in Wales, with regards to the assessment and tracking process for SEN pupils. This correlated to a lack of differentiation for SEN pupils from teachers, due to a lack of SEN training across most schools which resulted in an insufficient sharing of good practice approaches (Estyn, 2018). This concern could be rectified, with the collaborative implementation of SEN and best practice training for all staff, across all educational settings. 
Good practice is often referred to as best practice by educators. According to Arendale (2010), the term best practice is vastly utilised within education. However, caution regarding its usage should be adhered to, as Arendale (2010), suggests not all approaches have undergone rigorous evaluation processes. According to Arendale (2010), the phrase best practice is an umbrella term utilised within education to encompass policies, activities and approaches which when used, significantly benefits its students. Upon further research, there appears to be no clear definition available regarding the phrase best practice. Further research in this area of interest, would provide greater clarity to educators.
 According to the Department for Education and Skills (2001), good practice can be adapted for use in several forms including policies, practices and procedures. In addition, it recommended individual educational settings decide upon their own usage of good practice in accordance with the nature of provision required for SEN children, as identified via the graduate response approach. This notion was reiterated by the Welsh Government who also recommended the utilisation of good practice, within the SEN Code of Practice for Wales (National Assembly for Wales, 2004) and the ALN and Educational Tribunals (Wales) Act 2018 (Welsh Government2, 2018). 
To satisfy the needs of children with autism, good practice was underpinned by six key principles and advocated for use by the Department for Health (2002). However, research by the Autism Education Trust in 2011, identified several additional principles which were previously omitted (Charman et al., 2011). One key principle identified in the latter document, was to raise the aspirations and ambitions of children with autism, to ensure they attain their potential outcomes within an inclusive society (Charman et al., 2011). However, the success of this principle appears to be difficult to ascertain, following a lack of evidential research on how to evaluate the success of educational good practice for children with autism. Researchers in this field of interest, recognise the benefits of additional research but are hesitant to initiate any investigations, due to issues with sensitivity.
In a proactive response to raise aspirations, the Welsh Government commissioned a rapid evidence assessment review of all available research findings between the years 2013-2107 (Welsh Government3, 2019). The review examined the provision of support (Welsh Government1, 2018) and its impact, upon achieving positive outcomes for children with autism, aged 0 to 25 years (Welsh Government1, 2019). In addition, a strategic action plan was devised to assure the needs of children were met in accordance with the ALN and Education Tribunals (Wales) Act 2018 reforms, which is intended to revolutionise the outcomes, experiences and expectations for children with autism by raising awareness and utilising good practice (Welsh Government1, 2019). Findings from both documents, were conducive to forming the foundations of the Autism (Wales) Bill (National Assembly for Wales, 2019).
The Autism (Wales) Bill, intended to legislatively administer further support to children with autism. However, the Bill did not secure adequate support from its Assembly Members (National Autistic Society, 2019) and was rejected on the grounds the ALN and Education Tribunals (Wales) Act 2018, contained sufficient legislation to initiate the required reforms. However, the implementation of the Bill was not a complete disaster, as it positively identified deficits within its current provision of services. Subsequently, the Welsh Government announced the implementation of a legislative Code of Practice on the Delivery of Autism Services (Welsh Government5, 2019). 
A consultation document in relation to the Code was published in October 2018 (Welsh Government3, 2018) and following responses, an additional study was commissioned (Welsh Government2, 2019). As a result of the latter document, the Code of Practice still remains in draft form, as concerns were raised over financial implications, regarding the provision and continuation of services for children with autism. This echoes previous aforementioned concerns, regarding the 
implementation of the ALN and Education Tribunals (Wales) Act 2018 which has now subsequently been delayed by twelve months (BBC Wales, 2019). This delay should not however, impact upon the current provision of services for children with autism. Educators in this field of interest, should closely scrutinise the services provided to children with autism, to ensure they are not disadvantaged by the subsequent delay. 
Following the recommendations of the Warnock Report 1978, it appears that in practice the Welsh Government are proactively supporting the needs of children with autism. However, upon review of their current policies and practices it is evident that most of their principles have yet to be adopted into practice, due to limitations with capacity, finances and resources. In response, the Welsh Government comparatively defended their position with that of England (ASDinfoWales, 2019), stressing the need for effective implementation to ensure the policies and practices as endorsed by the Code of Practice and the ALN and Educational Tribunals (Wales) Act 2018, are absolutely understood by all stakeholders involved (BBC Wales, 2019). In addition, it appears the the Welsh Government are setting a precedence by leading the campaign on the provision of educational services to people with autism via best practice approaches. However, the term best practice upon close scrutiny, appears to be ambiguous and open to interpretation due to difficulties with evaluating its success. This area of interest would greatly benefit from additional research by educators who wish to seek clarity on the topic. 
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