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Challenging behaviour and autism, how are they linked and what interventions are required when supporting children displaying this behaviour? 

Autistic spectrum disorder (ASD) is a complex condition, with children on the spectrum being affected differently (The National Autistic Society, 2021b). Children who are autistic often display challenging behaviour; this could take form in a variety of ways. Gazizova (2015) asserts “People with Autism see, hear and feel the world differently to those around them and whilst there are common areas of difficulty, the challenges are different for every individual.” Meltdowns, shouting, swearing, throwing objects, and fleeing are examples of challenging behaviour witnessed by the author. Horner et al (2002) cited in Matson and Nebel-Schwalm (2006) suggest “…aggression, property destruction, disruptions/tantrums, self-injury” typically feature. The author has supported many children with autism within in a mainstream secondary school. With ASD being such a diverse disorder, it is important for staff to have training to understand and learn strategies to support any child with ASD.

Often it is the challenging behaviour which puts the individual or others around them in danger of harm; this can be anything from aggression from hitting and kicking others or oneself to throwing and breaking items (Chesterfield Royal NHS Foundation Trust, 2018). McCann (2018) asserts “They may get angry, obstinate, oppositional, withdrawn, self-harm or disruptive as a reaction to the frustration and stress of not being able to communicate…” It is important to appreciate this behaviour is not caused by autism, but is in fact a by-product of the most concerning, stressful features of autism (Autism Speaks, 2012) McCann (2018) states,“…negative behaviours always have a reason, and that we can mostly be sure that the autistic student is struggling to communicate what the problem is.” Morgan and Ellis (2011, p.18) suggest “Challenging behaviour is usually displayed for a reason…” Understanding the reason for the behaviour is important for schools to implement appropriate strategies to help autistic children. Autism Speaks (2012) adds “Since behavior is often a form of communication, many individuals with autism voice their wants, needs or concerns through behaviors, rather than words.” It is assumed by both professionals and parents that challenging behaviour from autistic children is often caused by speech problems, however in a study, researchers found that the biggest problem was the ability to cope and adapt (Sarris, 2017). Children with ASD have trouble adapting to a sudden change of plans or routine. Bentham (2006, p.35) suggests “An individual with an obsession with routines can become extremely upset and angry when things do not happen as they should.”  Other factors contributing to challenging behaviour can be sensory overload, exhaustion, pain, illness or changes (Ambitious about Autism, 2021). Staff in the classroom implement techniques not only to support autistic children but to allow other students to learn in a calm environment. It is crucial to be inclusive, so it does not “cause others to label or isolate the individual for being odd or different” (Autism Speak, 2018). 

Autistic children lack empathy often finding it difficult to understand others and maintain friendships (Bentham, 2006). The author has often found herself resolving misunderstandings where autistic children are involved. Fox (2001) suggests “Difficulties in interacting with others, especially other children, who can find them odd and awkward in their attempts to making friendships.” Unfortunately, no matter how resilient children are, they often make fun of those who are different. In the author’s experience students initially find the challenging behaviour humorous, resulting in them aggravating the autistic student in order to get a reaction. However, this eventually loses appeal, other children begin to get annoyed. For more mature students, this challenging behaviour takes time away from their learning. Therefore, students with autism can often annoy and frustrate their peers without realising it (Bentham, 2006).

Sanctions do not necessarily work with children with autism. McCann (2018) states “…sanctions add to the stress and problems for the child, so behaviour difficulties increase.” As challenging behaviour is often a result of a meltdown or communication difficulty, putting interventions in place to support the child is vital. School A (2020) states “Be aware that all pupils are individuals.” Burnard (1998, p.81) asserts “Children exhibiting certain behaviours should not be immediately considered for the same strategies or targets.” For a student with ASD this is true; although the challenging behaviour may be similar, the triggers will be different. In the author’s school students with ASD have Individual development plans (IDPs). These contain information for school staff about the pupil and strategies which work for the individual child to implement within the lesson. The author often implements the strategy of time out. This allows the child independence helps them recognise when things are getting too much. This prepares them for their life in the future when they may not have support. Often children with autism have meltdowns and may run out of the classroom. Autism Speaks (2012) suggests “This may be an automatic response in the moment, not a choice he is making”. In the author’s situation time out is a controlled intervention to stop any challenging behaviour from arising.  Morgan and Ellis (2011, p.30) assert “Time-out is an effective way to deal with unwanted behaviour, providing it is implemented before the behaviour becomes challenging”. The author and student leave the classroom to retreat to a quiet, calming area of the school. A particular child the Author works with often will sit and read a book for a short time until they are calm and feel they can return to the classroom. 

This leads on to another strategy which is used to keep a child focused and reward the child for choosing the correct behaviour. Morgan and Ellis (2011, p.41) state “Giving ‘free-time’ is a great reward to give to a child.” In the author’s setting it is recognised children with autism often have certain interests they fixate on. The teacher can use interests by structuring the work around them to keep them motivated. The author sets small tasks, on completion the child has a set time to explore interests, keeping them focused on the lesson. Children with autism often dislike changes to routine and this can instigate challenging behaviour (Bentham, 2006). Where possible the author pre-warns students about changes to help them prepare, thereby causing them less stress. When situations are unpredictable, an autistic child can be prepared, for example, when the fire alarm is sounded, which can cause sensory issues for the child. Fox (2001) suggests autistic children are “sensitive to particular stimuli, including sounds, visual stimuli, smell or taste, as well as touch.” The author has past experience of an autistic student having sensory issues instigated by the school bell. The intervention was to leave the lesson early and walk outside the building to the next lesson. Autistic students are given a card, allowing them to leave early from lessons, to avoid the crowds in the corridor. This is also in place for lessons before break and lunch time allowing them some extra time to pick their food before others get there. 

To encourage positive behaviour is paramount in a school environment, which should be a whole school approach. The author’s school implements this in the form of a pivotal approach, focusing on positive behaviour and less on sanctions (Pivotal Education, 2021a). They use reprimand in private (RIP) and praise in public (PIP) (Pivotal Education, 2021b). This approach is essential in encouraging positive behaviour in the classroom. Behaviourists believe children learn not only from the consequences of their own actions but from the rewards and sanctions given to those around them; this is called social learning theory (Bentham, 2006). Autistic children often learn from observing others as they do not understand social situations. Fox (2001) suggests “They may learn some of the behaviours expected of them in certain situations…” Morgan and Ellis (2011, p.34) assert “To be effective rewards need to be something to which the pupils aspire to and want.” This is true for autistic children; it is important to use their interests to encourage positive behaviour as this keeps them engaged, motivated and aids appropriate behaviour. 

School staff have training for autism to understand the root of the challenging behaviour. Staff can learn new interventions and strategies to put in place with their pupils. During the COVID – 19 pandemic autistic children have had their routines disrupted especially with government restrictions constantly changing. The National Autistic Society (2021a) states “This unprecedented period of change and disruption is very difficult for many autistic people and families.” These changes have been challenging and autistic children may experience some anxiety on their return to school (Autism education trust, 2021) It is vital to support them to minimise challenging behaviour from occurring; this can be done through online training, so staff are prepared for their return. This will help staff appreciate the difficulties these students have, not only with the change of environment but also the additional change to wearing a mask. Staff will need to be accommodating to help this transition. The type of mask or the possibility of the child being exempt will have to be considered on their return, through training staff will be prepared for this.  

Challenging behaviour and autism are often related however it is important to understand the deeper cause of the challenging behaviour. Often the biggest problem is the ability to cope and adapt (Sarris, 2017). LSAs need to understand a child’s interests and also their triggers. While supporting children it is important to help guide them to make independent choices so they learn to recognise when situations are getting too much for them; this will help them in later life. Encouraging positive behaviour will help children learn from each other, creating a calm and positive working environment. Training will help staff be equipped to support autistic children when displaying challenging behaviour within the classroom, especially in these current times and their return to school. 
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