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ALN – Additional Learning Needs 
ASD – Autistic Spectrum Disorder
IEP – Individual Development Plan
OT – Occupational Therapist
PECS – Picture Exchange Communication System
SALT – Speech and Language Therapist
STF – Specialist Teaching Facility 
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Charlie is the focus of this study as reflected in the portfolio in part 1. For ethical reasons and to avoid any distress towards Charlie and their family, any personal information regarding them has been anonymised (BERA, 2018). They have been given the name Charlie as a gender-neutral pseudonym for the sake of the case study analysis. 

In summary, Charlie is a pupil attending a mainstream primary school in an autistic STF. They are of Foundation Phase age and have a main diagnosis of ASD with global delay and NRXN1 gene (see portfolio – statement). ASD doesn’t always occur alone and many people with ASD may have additional difficulties such as a learning difficulty or communication difficulty (Powell and Jordan, 2012) and therefore appropriate differentiation of teaching strategies should be implemented to support the development of the individual. 

The case study aims to evaluate three strategies used with Charlie in order for them to meet long-term targets set in their statement, but also short-term targets within their IEP (see portfolio – IEP). Some strategies have been implemented with the support from outside agencies such as the OT and SALT. 
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Bogdashina (2005, p.13) portrays people with ASD as ‘foreigners’ due to a limited of understanding of general communication. An insufficient means of communication could affect them socially, therefore affecting their self-esteem and creating frustration in their behaviour. Each person with ASD is different (Pittman, 2007) and not all will have communication difficulties. This applies to Charlie’s class, as due to the variation of communication needs, individual differentiation of strategies is required. 

One of Charlie’s statement objectives (see portfolio - statement) is based on receptive and expressive language development. Receptive and expressive language is based on the understanding of language and how a person communicates their wants and needs to others. Charlie is currently under speech and language therapy services and the SALT has created Charlie a PECS programme to further develop their communication skills (see portfolio – PECS programme). PECS is a picture exchange system where a child (whether they have speech or not) communicates using picture symbols in order to express their needs, initiate interactions and can provide demonstration of understanding of language. It has 6 phases that build on previous skills and knowledge gained through the programme from simple to more complex. The use of PECS could be related to Jerome Bruner’s spiral curriculum. The spiral curriculum allows pupils to learn skills through repetition, from simple and general to complex and specific (Clark 2010). From this process pupils gain structure, which is something a child with ASD would find desirable and calming. One reason why people with ASD focus on the predictability and structure of set routines, is due to the bombardment of complex information from the world around them that is difficult to comprehend (Yack, Sutton and Aquilla, 2002). This process allows them to feel in control of their own personal world around them. 

Children with ALN easily acquire PECS due to its simplicity and it can provide the stimulus for behaviour change i.e. initiation and verbal language acquisition (Anderson, Moore and Bourne, 2007). However, although successful there have sometimes been issues linked to the generalisability of the skill into other areas of the person’s life, rather than just the place where the skill was learnt i.e. school (Carre et al., 2009, Jurgens, Anderson and Moore, 2009).

As shown in the case (see portfolio - statement), Charlie has a rare genetic gene NRXN1 which impacts the speech and language part of their brain, which could result in them never having verbal speech. Therefore another means of communication is required. PECS is a simple and repetitive tool that Charlie has been using for the last three years and has mastered phases 1 and 2 (see Appendix A for various phases). 

PECS has had an impact on Charlie’s communication skills, as they are able to express their exact wants and needs independently, mainly during snack time. PECS should be used throughout a variety of aspects of the child’s day, which could include play times, snack times and regular routines such as brushing their teeth and home time, in order to achieve generalisation of the skill. PECS is set up to use a child’s intrinsic motivation in order for them to want to communicate. However this has proven to be a disadvantage to the programme and provided difficulty progressing to the next phase. Charlie is only showing natural motivation for food. They are happy to use PECS to ask for a variety of foods and can choose the correct symbols during that time period to communicate their specific needs without adult prompting. However due to Charlie’s developmental level, they are not motivated by stimuli such as functional toys or brushing their teeth, therefore does not want to use PECS for these activities. It could be argued that Charlie may not want to respond to the adults conducting the session, therefore may not engage with the symbols for that reason. However, the session has been conducted with 5 different adults and the responses have been the same each time. Maslow’s (1943) ‘hierarchy of needs’ implies that we must feel secure in each stage in order to move onto the next stage. The first stage is the physiological stage that includes activities such as eating, breathing and sleeping. Charlie could be so focused on this stage; they struggle to be motivated by any other stage. Charlie also has poor sleeping patterns, which could be another contributing factor when it comes to motivation to engage with a range of resources. 
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Charlie has a specific long-term target based on developing their early learning skills (see portfolio – statement). Charlie finds a lot of difficulty focusing on tasks and is easily distracted by the environment around them. They are hyposensitive and seek out extra stimulation in order to feel content. Therefore, in order to support their needs, occupational therapy support was sought out and a sensory integration programme was put together. Sensory integration can be done before or during a task, increasing concentration and therefore there will be more of a focus on learning.

Sensory integration is the process of taking in and organising different parts of sensory input in order for the brain to create a logical response. As a child with ASD has a stronger fight or flight response, the sensory information taken in cannot always be assessed comprehensively or accurately (Berger, 2002). The fight or flight response is associated with fear in the brain, therefore it would be accurate to say that the child would need to be calm before undertaking an activity, eliminating any fear triggered by new sensory information.

The sensory programme (see portfolio – sensory integration) was developed to provide calm in order to develop productivity and concentration throughout the day. Charlie is really responsive to sensory-based activities developed within the programme, but also when planned for during differentiated activities to support early learning skills in subjects such as literacy and numeracy. This also applies to the Foundation Phase curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015) where children learn through play and experience, for example writing in foam or exploring shapes in the sand tray. Both of these examples are tactile and visual sensory stimuli that can be used by a child independently, where they can decide on how they engage it. If the child is hyposensitive (under stimulated) they may need to fully emerge their hands in the foam or sand, but if hypersensitive (where too much sensory input causes them high levels of discomfort) may need to use a tweezers or a brush to engage. Therefore, activities for sensory input are differentiated throughout the class due to the range of sensory needs. 

This includes ensuring the environment the pupils are in is appropriate for all. Most items in our environment can stimulate more than one of our senses at once (Iarocci and McDonald, 2006), therefore the classroom environment has been designed and planned to be low arousal. It has very few displays, plain walls and all toys are out of site until requested by a pupil. This has provided a less distracting environment for those pupils who are hyposensitive, ensuring they stay focused on their tasks; and low stimulation environment for pupils who are hypersensitive who found too many items and colours on show to be highly discomforting and are now calmer when in class. Once sensory arousal levels are regulated, there is more of a chance of success to develop other skills such as socialisation and communication or in the case of Charlie, their early learning skills (Yack, Sutton and Aquilla, 2002). This needs to be something that accommodates and is in the interest of every child in the class. 

An example of a sensory-based activity for Charlie specifically (see portfolio - sensory integration), is when deep pressure massage is applied to their arms and shoulders prior to a focused task. King (1991, cited in Yack, Sutton and Aquilla, 2002) suggests that deep touch pressure is one of the most effective calming strategies to use. It gives them some tactile feedback, which they enjoy, as they are making eye contact, grabbing an adult’s hand when they stop to continue and smiling. In addition, it provides the child with more awareness of where their limbs are and how they move, making motor tasks easier to grasp due to proprioceptive feedback. People who are hyposensitive need more exaggerated feedback in all their senses to respond to the information being sent to their brain (Yack, Sutton and Aquilla, 2002). In addition, it has supported them to focus on what’s happening in the moment (watching the adult and listening), rather than looking around the room distractedly. This has then translated to their task, where they kept that same focus and attention for a longer period of time than if they hadn’t had the deep pressure massage initially. However, the amount of time focusing on the task can also depend on other factors such as the child’s mood and their home life, and therefore may not always respond to the deep pressure massage. As previously mentioned, if Charlie’s main focus in on their physiological needs and their need to feel safe (Maslow, 1943), this could pull focus from the task as it may seem unimportant to them at that point in their day.  

It could be argued that Charlie is currently in the ‘sensorimotor stage’ of Jean Piaget’s schemas, which typically covers the age of 0 to 2 years of age. During this stage, children learn about the world around them by using their senses and physical activity (Ültanir, 2012). Due to Charlie’s developmental delay, they could need longer to process the world around them and this stage could be vital for them to experience in order to move forward onto the next stage when they are ready. 

It is also important to remain ethically informed when dealing with touch type of sensory activities.  Currently there are limited guidelines on this; however as a teacher it is important to ensure the child’s well-being is paramount (Education Workforce Council, 2019). Initially, it is important gain informed consent from a parent, to practise proper techniques as shown by the OT and for there always to be another adult present for safety purposes. It is vital to be aware of how a child communicates and in the case of Charlie; it would be to check their communication passport (see portfolio – communication passport) to see what it looks like if they are in any discomfort or uncomfortable of what is happening, also what it looks like when they are happy or excited. 
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People with ASD find social interaction and imaginative play difficult skills to master, this is why play and social skill development is one of Charlie’s long-term goals. Charlie finds functional play difficult, often just using their senses to explore the toy, by feeling or throwing it to listen to the noise. Therefore as a way to improve both play and social skills (initially through joint attention), one of the strategies implemented was to play people games (see portfolio – people games) modelled by familiar adults. It was noted by Hui Shyman Ng et al. (2016) that teacher or peer modelling of behaviour has a positive impact on the behaviour change, which in this case would be social skill development.

Lev Vygotsky believed that everyone, regardless of age or development, has the capacity for learning. Within his theory of the ‘zone of proximal development’, in order to get from a place where the learner is unable to accomplish a skill to accomplishing the skill lies a more skilled partner (Kozulin et al., 2003) or in the case of Charlie an adult. For Charlie to be able to accomplish their targets they may need initial or continuing input from an adult, especially in this case where the target in question is that of a social skill target (see portfolio – IEP targets). 

Charlie has been very responsive to people games and has started to anticipate suspense in songs. The strategy has been carried out with all adults within the classroom, including the class teacher. The response generally consists of flapping, jumping, eye contact and vocalisation. They will also follow you around the room to continue playing the same game. This would not only be the beginning of social interactions, but Charlie is responding to early play and communication by reacting in the following way. Although Charlie has responded to all adults, the response to each adult has varied in Charlie’s enthusiasm, response and focus on the task. This factor seems to be attributed to the enthusiasm and exaggeration of facial expressions/verbal prompts of the adult and the relationship built with the adult over time. 

The additional adult can enhance a child’s attitude and feelings to their play and learning (McInnes et al., 2013). An adult’s own personal attitude towards play can influence their participation in these activities, which in the case of Charlie, some adults were less enthusiastic during this play-based activity and this influenced the way they responded to the task. Charlie was less enthusiastic, made less eye contact and focused for shorter periods of time when the adult was less involved in the activity. 

A child’s development is dependent on the positive and rich relationships gained with caregivers such as parents and teachers (Ghirotto and Mazzoni, 2013). The stronger the relationship, the better the chance of thriving and development. This is a similar factor when developing joint attention with Charlie. They were more responsive to adults they had built positive relationships with, as they trusted and felt safe with them. Once Charlie felt safe, it was easier for them to only focus on the task and build on previous skills. 

There can be an overreliance on the adult, which can lead to children becoming co-dependent on them for a variety of needs (McInnes et al., 2010). However in the case of Charlie, due to their developmental needs, the guidance of adults in play out ways any over reliance on them at this stage. This is due to the adult scaffolding learning to engage Charlie in socialisation, initiation of communication and early play skills.  
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To conclude, from looking at the strategies implemented, Charlie is making small steps of progress towards their long-term targets. However, in order to successfully implement the strategies above, it is vital that Charlie is in the right frame of mind in the first instances. Therefore as a recommendation, it is important to ensure Charlie’s psychological needs are considered and where viable met, prior to them starting a task to further enable success. 
 
It has also emerged that positive relationships built with the adults in the setting has an affect on how Charlie engages with the task, which has an impact on overall development. Therefore as a second recommendation, for adults to build positive relationships with Charlie throughout the day, to be aware of their interests (see portfolio - one page profile) and to read their communication passport (see portfolio – communication passport) to understand how Charlie communicates. 

As a final recommendation, PECS could be used in conjunction with other forms of communication such as gestures or signs – where gestures can be used from afar but PECS could be used up close (Ostryn, Wolfe and Rusch, 2008). This could provide the child with a range of different communication techniques, in order for them to find ways to communicate that is best suited to them as an individual. 
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Appendix A
PECS Phases

The Six Phases of the Picture Exchange Communication System Are: 
 
PECS PHASE I: How to Communicate 
The child with ASD learns to exchange single pictures for items or activities they really want.

PECS PHASE II: Distance and Persistence 
Still using single pictures, the child with ASD learn to generalize this new skill by using it in different places, with different people and across distances. They are also taught to be more persistent communicators.

PECS PHASE III: Picture Discrimination 
The child with ASD learns to select from two or more pictures to ask for their favourite things. These are placed in a communication book, a ring binder with Velcro strips where pictures are stored and easily removed for communication.

PECS PHASE IV: Sentence Structure
The child with ASD learns to construct simple sentences on a detachable sentence strip using an "I want" picture followed by a picture of the item being requested.

PECS PHASE V: Answering Questions 
The child with ASD learns to use PECS to answer the question, "What do you want?"

PECS PHASE VI: Commenting 
Now the child with ASD is taught to comment in response to questions such as, What do you see?, What do you hear? and What is it? They learn to make up sentences starting with I see, I hear, I feel, It is a, etc.
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