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Section A
It is vital that all learning environments provide an inclusive society, for all children and young people to learn to respect others in a non-judgemental way. This supports their moral development, views and values of social justice and equality (Beckley, 2012). Similarly, inclusion should not only be supported in education but should be supported throughout society, as it is the responsibility of all citizens (Waller and Davis, 2014). Nutbrown and Clough (2011) defies inclusion as maximum participation in and minimal exclusion from early years settings, from schools and from society. This relates to article 23 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the child, which states that ‘children who have any kind of disability should have special care and support so that they can lead full and independent lives’ (Unicef, 2020).   
The Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) has been identified by Reagan (2012) as a complicated neurological disability, with children who have the disorder having various levels of ability. She notes the disability as a common disorder with many different types and recommends that specialist training for practitioners will be very beneficial to both the practitioner and the child, as they become more comfortable and knowledgeable on the disorder. Furthermore, Koegel et al. (2014, p.50) acknowledges the autism spectrum disorder as common and notes that there has been a recent dramatic rise in the number of children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorders. Baron-Cohen (2017) reported there to be 70 million children and adults worldwide to have the disorder, which involves difficulties with social relationships and communication, adjusting to unexpected change and restricted interests and or repetitive behaviours. Welsh Government (2016) strategic plan for people with autism note that early diagnosis of ASD is vital as it enables the child’s needs to be understood and appropriate services and support to be put in place to help them lead fulfilling lives. However, Bradshaw, Steiner and Koegel (2015) claim that the early detection methods for ASD in children under two years is limited with early years practitioners often told that the children they care for are too young for an accurate diagnosis to be made. This can be difficult for practitioners who recognise the importance and timeliness of specialist support (Macintrye, 2005).  The delay or later diagnosis of ASD can hinder early intervention, which will have a major impact on the child’s development (Miller, 2020). 
Autism speaks (2020) quote that children with ASD have numerous legal rights, including the right to a free and appropriate education. This corresponds with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, article 23 as mentioned above. It is important that parents / carers, and professionals such health visitor, nursery nurse, doctors, and educational psychologist work together to ensure that all children on the autistic spectrum can access and enjoy all their rights (Unicef, 2020). However, Baron-Cohen (2017) argued that even with the implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (2006) people with autism still do not enjoy the same human rights as those without a disability. His research concluded that one in five children with autism have been excluded from school, with one in three adults with autism having suffered from severe mental health, because of lack of support. Both findings show that the right to an education is being deprived and the right to special care and support is not being received. Baron-Cohen explained that many adults with a definite or probable autism did not have the benefit of early diagnosis, as in many areas within the UK the waiting time for a diagnosis can be up to a year or longer.
Nutbrown and Clough (2013) says that early intervention is crucial to a child’s later educational achievement, and to their social, emotional, and physical development. It is important that those working on early intervention are well equipped and qualified to understand and develop the work they do, as before the many comprehensive interventions, the 1960s and 1970s saw poor outcomes for children with ASD (Koegel et al., 2014). In the Early Years there is a recognised relationship between high quality early years provision and an effective intervention for children with special educational needs and monitoring of the individual child’s progress throughout the early years is essential. Where a child with ASD appears to have ongoing difficulties or appears not to be making progress early specialist intervention may be required (Welsh Government, 2020). This links to article 23 on the special care and support that they should receive to lead full and independent lives. However, Hadders – Algra (2011) proclaim that research has shown that it is unknown whether early intervention is able to improve outcome in infants with a serious lesion of the brain, despite Koegel et al. (2014, p.50) announcing that evidence suggests that the earlier the onset of intervention for children with ASD, the greater likelihood of an improved developmental path. Both Hadders-Algra (2011) and Koegel et al. (2014) agree that there should be additional studies in early intervention and diagnosis for children with ASD. 
According to Macintyre (2015) learning is implicit in play, where children have a stress-free way of learning all the skills of everyday life and can progress in all aspects of their development. However, some children with ASD find it difficult to play with others and/ or join in with a simple game. When practitioners observe this difficulty, they can then analyse it. This process identifies the key areas of distress and suggests the best form of intervention. Article 31 of the UNCRC (1989) states that all children have a right to relax and play, and to join in a wide range of activities (Unicef, 2020). Many children with ASD will have one or more intense interest and may prefer repetitive play, focused on their interest. Play, especially in the early years, can be difficult for children on the autism spectrum as they may find it hard to choose or use objects in a different way to the intended purpose e.g. spinning the wheels of a toy car rather than playing a racing game (National Autistic Society, 2018). The Social Attention and Communication Study found that early markers of autism spectrum disorders were deficits in eye contact and pointing, along with pretend play (Barbaro and Dissanayake, 2012). Practitioners can help children with ADS improve their play skills by gradually increasing their choice of activity, offering a favourite toy or item with something less favourable, this interaction will help improve their social relationships and communication skills (National Autistic Society, 2018). Piaget theory on the importance of play suggests that play is a vehicle for learning and through symbolic play children will make sense of the world around them, understanding how objects work and what they are for (Mooney, 2000). 
Every child with ASD is individual and unique in their likes, dislikes, strengths, and challenges and practitioners and parents need to communicate and work together to fully understand and meet each child’s need (Mathieson, 2015). This links to article 23 and 31 of the UNCRC (1989). Support should not only come from the practitioners but also from the parents, who should both consider what is best for the child (Unicef, 2020). However, according to Kirwan (2018) children and young people with additional learning needs are at risk of being perceived as lacking a capacity to engage and have a voice, which could lead them to being overlooked (Rose, 2005), hence not being able to lead a full and independent life as in article 23. Growing knowledge of the child’s approaches to learning, and joint discussions between all adults is imperative and enables the child to flourish and improve, with all the necessary concepts, attitude, skills and knowledge required for life in the wider community (Jones, 2005). Furthermore, through planned and appropriately timed interventions, where parents and practitioners work together, every child with ASD can be helped and supported sooner and effectively (Macintyre, 2015). 

Section B 
There is an awareness that there are many barriers to providing better and appropriate support to meet the educational needs of children and young people with autism. For the purpose of this portfolio the focus will be on the parents and lack of professional development for practitioners. 
It can be extremely difficult for a parent / carer to accept that their child is showing signs of needing additional support (Macintyre, 2015). It can also be worrying for practitioners to share their concerns and observations regarding the individual child’s difficulties with parents. But parents need to be made aware and approached with sensitivity, care, and honesty (Jones, 2004). Communication and respect between parent and practitioner is vital to enable the practitioner to give the child the right support at the right time (Mathieson, 2015) and to include parents to help them further support their children’s learning and development (Nutbrown and Clough, 2011). For some parents, their child receiving a diagnosis for Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) may be a shock, as they may not have realised that their child had an ASD, but for others it may be a relief due to having personal concerns regarding their child’s development (ASD info Wales, 2020). Williams (2020) note that parents of children with ASD need to be equipped with the knowledge and skills that they will require for them to provide support for their children which will help them achieve the best possible outcomes at every stage of their lives. However, according to Autistic Spectrum Disorder info in Wales (2020), some parents can take some time in coming to terms and accepting their child’s ASD diagnosis. Similarly, the National Autistic Society (2020) identified that parents can react to ASD diagnosis with denial, confusion, and relief. Theses anxious parents can, without support, can become depressed and develop further health problems (Dumas, Wolf, Fisman & Culligan, 1991; Hastings & Brown, 2002), which can have an effect on their ability to parent effectively (Durand, Hieneman, Clarke, Wang, & Rinaldi, 2013) having a negative impact on their child (Koegel, Koegel, Ashbaugh & Bradshaw, 2014). Schreibman, et al (2015) research on Naturalistic Developmental Behavioural Interventions: (NDBI) Empirically Validated Treatments for ASD, note that parents were taught in the 1960s and 1970s how to use strategies based on the principles of learning language, social, play, self-help and academic skills to improve their children’s behaviour at home (Berkowitz and Graziano, 1972). In Lovaas’ (1987) applied behaviour analysis (ABA) the parents are vital to early intervention to help them gain communication abilities and improvements in their child’s overall development. The theoretical underpinnings of influences in the NDBI’s originate from the work of Piaget (1952), Bruner (1978), and Vygotsky (1962) where research has shown that when children are engaged as active participants they learn much better in developmentally appropriate learning experiences (Bruner 1983; Vygotsky, 1962), and in contexts that are meaningful to the child (Kuhl et al. 2003).  
Garner (2001, p.53) identified that special education needs training and professional development have not been kept up to speed with new statutory guidance for educational inclusion. This was also noted in Finch et al. (2013) research where the study found that teachers educating children with ASD had limited knowledge of teaching strategies and experiences in collaboration. They also felt that they had low levels of confidence and effectiveness in educating children with ASD. Nutbrown and Clough (2011) acknowledged ‘The Salamanca Statement: Framework for Action for Special Needs Education’ (UNESCO) which was drawn up in 1994. This statement called for inclusion to be normal and for all children to attend mainstream schools regardless of their intellectual, social,  physical, emotional linguistic or other conditions. However, Waller and Davis (2012) noted that there are many children with Special Educational Needs (SEN) in specialist provision. This is mainly due to the medical model, where the child’s needs are defined in medical terms. These children have different, exclusive, and individual needs that practitioners need specialist training for. The National Autistic Society (2018) advise parents to consider all options when choosing a school for their child, considering the practitioners experience, and understanding. Practitioners need to have in depth knowledge of autism together with certain resources and strategies to help the child with their development. To continue, Nutbrown and Clough (2013) notes the importance of Continued Professional Development (CPD) for all who work with children and young people and the importance of equality in practice and pedagogy. In two studies of the ‘inclusion of young children with special educational needs in mainstream settings,’ practitioners identified the need for professional development to enable them to support successful inclusion and meet children’s needs with confidence. Similarly, the Nutbrown review of qualifications for the early years workforce (2012) identified the need of ongoing professional development opportunities for those regardless of their status or role in working with young children to enable them to provide quality provision and to have a wider understanding of equality issues.
Wales is committed to providing high quality and inclusive education for all children and young people (OECD, 2018). The Welsh Government (2018) Autistic Spectrum Disorder Strategic Action Plan was developed in response to priorities for action identified by autistic people and their families and carers. The aim of the plan is for autistic children, young people and adults, their family, and carers to have their needs understood and to be supported to achieve their well-being outcomes. Within the plan, the Welsh Government will continue to develop and roll out the ‘learning with autism’ programmes to improve support available to all children in the early years, primary, secondary, and further education sectors. Furthermore, the National Autistic Society (2018) welcomed the ASD Action Plan, despite that the strategy does not include new autism legislation, however, it does identify the important plans to increase professionals understanding of the needs of autistic people and to improve monitoring of autism services, which will have a positive impact on children with ASD. 

Section C
Children experience rich learning contexts by providing everyday routines (Ratner and Bruner, 1978) and teaching within these supports children’s new learning in natural contexts and environments (Scheibman, et al., 2015). Kennedy-Behr, Rodger and Mickan (2013) note that given the importance of play to a child’s development, children with learning difficulties need to be identified and given extra support to enable them to play in similar context as their peers. Autism Spectrum Disorder info Wales (2020) claim there are many children with ASD in early years’ settings in Wales. Children with ASD need daily structure and support for specific activities, as they have perceptual and sensory difficulties that prevent them building relationships and participating in the ‘usual world in the usual way’ (Macintyre, 2015). Key difficulties in autism include social difficulties, language, sensory overload, thought and behaviour, no imaginative play, understanding personal space and making assessments (National Autistic Society, 2020). 
Educational strategies are established based on the autistic child’s learning status and abilities, identifying potential for acquisition skills. For the child’s thought and behaviour and language there is often confusion to routines and little social interaction and communication. If a child has a picture of what will happen, it can help them to feel secure (Macintyre, 2015). ASD info Wales (2020) note that by adapting practice a child with ASD will feel safer, less anxious and have an increased understanding of what is expected of them. Adapting communication style is vital to promote understand and decrease anxiety and confusion. It is essential that staff within early years settings recognise that children with ASD need regular routines that communicated to them in a visual format. 
Visual formats are an integral part of many approaches to teaching and learning, where children can use pictures, symbols, or objects of reference to sequence their day (Jones, 2005). According to Research Autism (2017) one strategy used to support a child with ASD in the early years is the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS). This system is adult supported and helps children to learn and communicate (Jones, 2005). It involves the use of pictures or children’s drawings of things that help the children who have little or no speech to communicate their needs (Macintrye, 2015). The adult begins by teaching the child to exchange a picture of an item that he/she wants. The adult then teaches the child progressively more difficult skills, such as using the pictures to make whole sentences or to express preference (Research Autism, 2017). Research suggests this strategy is an effective way to increase the social communication skills of children, especially those on the autism spectrum, who have little vocalisation or are completely non-verbal (Research Autism, 2017). However, Macintyre (2015) noted that some academics claim that it is a subset Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA), that is, concentrating on achieving results rather than getting to the root of the problem. Flippin, Reszka and Watson (2010) research on the effectiveness of PECS on communication and speech for children with ASD found evidence that the PECS system supports and improves the child’s communication skills, however it has very little or no effect on the child’s speech and language skills. Raising Children (2017) suggests research has shown positive effects from PECS, however more high-quality studies are needed, as there are some concerns that the use of it can stop speech from developing.  
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