Introduction

To begin, if an individual requires additional learning resources due to a learning
difficulty or disability, regardless of whether it is caused by a medical condition or not,
they are considered to have Additional Learning Needs (ALN) (Newport City Council,
2024). Similarly, Swansea Council (2023) state that a child is considered to have an
ALN if they have a disability or greater difficulty with learning than most other
children their age. Although it is a positive that both councils have taken the same
information on board, it is considered important to think of implications of having the
same definition. For example, the importance of the unique child in the early years —
care could be inconsistent throughout the councils as every child has individual
needs (Early Years Matters, 2023). The Welsh Government (2021a) explain that it is
considered essential to value and acknowledge every child’s uniqueness in order to
promote their holistic development and well-being.

The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018, part 2
chapter 1 states that ‘ALN’ is used to replace the terms ‘special educational needs
(SEN). The Welsh Government (2018) explain that this will indicate an apparent
change from the current systems, which are no longer functional and assist to
mitigate some of the stigma attached to the terminologies currently in use.

Autism is described as a developmental disorder that has an impact on an
individual’'s social interactions, both verbal and non-verbal (NV), and perception of
their environment (Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, 2022). Typical signs
of autism in children include not responding to their name, avoiding eye contact, and
repetitive movements (NHS, 2022). Moreover, approximately a fifth of learners in
Wales are estimated to have an ALN (Snap Cymru, no date). Additionally,
Underwood, et al., (2021) indicate that a reliable estimate of the male to female ratio
was approximately 3:1. Additionally, the National Autistic Society (NAS) (2024) state
that they believe one in 100 people in the UK are autistic. Brignell, et al. (2018)
further explain that language issues are considered common in children with ASD,
and between 25% and 30% of children with ASD either never acquire functional

language or are minimally verbal (MV).



Identification/Diagnosis

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO) (2022), Autism is difficult to
diagnose before the age of about 12 months, although by the time a child is two
years old, a diagnosis can usually be made. The Scottish Intercollegiate Guidelines
Network (2016) explain that in children under three years old, regression of language
or social abilities without loss of motor skills should prompt a referral for an autism
assessment due to the high probability of autism. Vivanti, et al. (2017) state that the
evidence base supporting early intervention for young children with ASD remains
relatively sparse. The National Institute of Child Health and Human Development
(2021) state early autism diagnosis and treatment are more likely to have significant,
long-term benefits on symptoms and future skills. Additionally, NSPCC Learning
(2023) suggest that early detection and fulfilling a child or family’s needs can reduce
the factors of risk that could adversely be affecting the child with ALN life and raise
protective factors that have a positive impact on the welfare of the child.

NAS (2024a) state that understanding the early signs and symptoms is the first step
in diagnosing children with ASD. The goal of early intervention and prevention is to
offer targeted, tailored support to lessen the need for services or prevent the need
for later, more extensive interventions (Welsh Government, 2021). However,
according to Koegel, et al. (2021), it considered important to acknowledge that
almost all children under the age of 18 months are either NV or MV. Due to this, it is
considered important that a specialist recognizes this, where an official diagnosis
can only be provided by a specialist, such as a Paediatrician (NAS, 2020c). Cardiff
and Vale University Health Board (no date) further state that children must be
assessed by health care professionals who have specialist training in diagnosing
autism, in order to receive a diagnosis. A thorough history, observations, and
information gathered from one or more people who know the child getting assessed
(e.g. parent, teacher) are typically included in assessments (Autism Wales, 2020).
The additional learning needs co-ordinator (ALNCo) in Wales is the individual who at
a strategic level, ensures that the needs of all learners with an ALN within the
educational setting are addressed, in both mainstream education and a specialist
provision setting (Welsh Government, 2019). The Welsh Government (2022a) also

explain that due to the position of an ALNCo being essential in the educational



setting, it should either be a senior member of staff or have a clear line of
communication available to all staff. This will assist the educational environment in
organizing, overseeing, and carrying out its duties in order to recognise and address
the needs of children with ALN. Children with an ALN such as NV Autism will be
issued an Individual Development Plan (IDP) (Welsh Government, 2022). Holtom
and Lloyd-Jones (2016) explain that an IDP is a document that aids in the planning,
education, and evaluation of a child for teachers. Additionally, an IDP includes a
description of the child and their ALN, and provides a clear outline of what is
necessary to address their requirements, from social services, healthcare, and other
agencies involved in their care and support (NAS, 2020a)

Barriers

The National Institute on Deafness and other Communication Disorders (2020) state
that children with ASD frequently struggle to interpret words with gestures, including
pointing to an item. The National Autistic Society (2024a) suggests that NV Autistic
children are frequently thought to have a disability or medical issue that prevents
them from speaking. The medical model of disability is a framework that
conceptualises disability as an internal issue and focusses on medical interventions
and rehabilitation to treat the condition (Chawner and Owen, 2022). Therefore,
because many children diagnosed with ASD find it difficult to communicate their
needs, feelings, and thoughts, then acts as a barrier (McKinney, et al., 2021).
Carmarthenshire County Council (2022) state that these difficulties can affect
children in different ways. For example, Nottinghamshire Children’s Trust (2013) and
Black, et al. (2022) explain that due to their difficulties interpreting social signs, many
children with NV autism find it challenging to form friendships and to participate in

reciprocal social activities.

According to Sturrock, et al., (2022) for children with autism, the experience of being
NV in a very verbal society can have psychological effects. Additionally, Rodogno,
Kraue-Jensen and Ashcroft (2016) and Kwan, et al., (2020) explain that anxiety and
sadness can be worsened by feelings of inadequacy, low self-esteem, and the
feeling of being misunderstood or ignored. A child’s sense of identity and self-worth
might be negatively impacted by their inability to verbally communicate with others,

which can also leave them feeling frustrated and powerless (LaGasse, 2017; Cage,



Monaco and Newell, 2018; UK Government, no date). Moreover, Sanctuary (2017)
states that some autistic children may self-harm, for a number of reasons, including
social communication and interaction difficulties. Approximately 50% of children with
ASD engage in some form of self-harm (Minshawi, 2014). Steenfeldt-Kristensen,
Jones and Richards (2020) explain that common forms of self-harm in children
include head banging or biting. Whereas more severe forms of self-harm include,
eating non-food items (also known as PICA), and hair pulling (Sanctuary, 2017.

Furthermore, other barriers that a NV child with autism could face can be explained
using the social model of disability. Aube, et al. (2021) state that some children with
NV ASD experience stigma over their disability. This relates to the social model of
disability where the barriers exist in society and the environment, not through an
individual’s disability, as opposed to the medical model (Haegele and Hodge, 2016).
Public and professional perceptions of autism, along with how apparent autistic
symptoms are interpreted, are the main factors contributing to the stigma
surrounding autism (Turnock, Langley, and Jones; 2022). Kasuhlik, Kostaki, and
Kyriakopoulos (2016) explain children with autism may benefit from inclusive
educational techniques, particularly when their academic and socioemotional needs
are better served in a mainstream education classroom than in a special education
setting (Mazumder and Thompson-Hodgetts, 2019). However, Hurley-Hanson,
Giannantonio, and Griffiths, (2019) state that NV children with ASD may not benefit
in mainstream education settings, if they are being perceived adversely or
experience stigma with their peers. Davidson and Morales (2023) suggest that the
underlying issue of stigma around Autism is the lack of knowledge and
understanding others have on the condition. Children with NV autism have the
tendency of avoiding eye contact, which can give the impression that they are
impolite, indifferent, or unfocused (Nystrom, Falck-Ytter and Bolte, 2017; Trevisan, et
al., 2017). Liao, Lei and Li (2019) suggest if staff had appropriate training on NV

ASD, it could reduce the stigma children face in their environment.

Strateqy

According to NAS (2024) Autism is a spectrum condition that affects individuals
differently, where some autistic with autism display delayed language development,
while others with autism do not use speech at all. Simmons (2017) explains that in



this situation, alternative methods of communication must be developed. A popular
support strategy that can support NV autistic children communicate is Augmentative
and Alternative Communication (AAC) (NAS, 2020c). These tools, which come in a
variety of devices and systems are designed to support children with NV ASD that
struggle with language (Aftab, et al. 2023). Morin, et al., (2018) state that AAC
devices can include basic picture communication, or as highly complex speech
generating devices (Bell and Gifford, 2023). NAS (2023) further explain that AAC
describes the use of communication tools that contribute to a message and can

replace speech.

Stone-Macdonald, et al. (2023) state that children who use AAC benefit greatly from
the encouragement of independence and self-advocacy. AAC devices and/or apps
give children the confidence to express their needs, make decisions and state their
preferences (O’Donoghue et al., 2021). Van Grunsven and Roeser (2022) explain
that this helps them become more independent and have an improved quality of life.
As a result, a greater sense of self and self-determination are developed, both of
which Nam, Kim, and Sparks (2018) consider critical for processing everyday
activities and social interactions. Additionally, AAC improves children who have NV
Autism’s mental health, as their frustrations and anxieties related to communication
issues are lowered (lacono, Trembath, and Erickson, 2016; Sievers, Trembath, and
Westerveld, 2018). Moreover, AAC is considered essential in supporting NV autistic
children’s language development, where NV Autistic children can acquire new
vocabulary, grammar, and perhaps sentence structures (Syriopoulou-Delli, and Eleni,
2022). Higgins-Walsh (2023) explains that this is due to the fact AAC provide
children with NV ASD opportunities to practice and improve their language in
different communication situations, such as at school, out in the community, or at

home.

However, Donato, Spencer, and Arthur-Kelly, (2018) states that Autistic children who
use an AAC device/app could face limitations. Families with children who have
recently obtained a new AAC device need to incorporate this technology into their
daily lives, frequently struggle to do so due to a lack of training on how to use it
(Berenguer, et al., 2022). According to Arserio, Biggs, and Holz (2023), families

expressed dissatisfaction with the complicated requirements of using AAC, and



inadequate training at home, which ultimately resulted in the AAC device/app being
abandoned. Moreover, Allen, Hartley, and Cain (2016) explain that AAC apps are
often expensive, for example, Proloquo2Go has a price of £249.99 to download
(Apple App Store, 2023). Frolli, et al. (2022) further state that as a result, it is
understandable that some parents would be drawn to less expensive options,
although these may not meet the NV needs of some Autistic children or have not
been shown to be effective in studies (Logan, lacono, and Terembath, 2016; Dorney
and Erickson, 2020).

Conclusion

In conclusion, children that have Non-Verbal ASD are faced with many challenges,
from the identification and diagnosis of the condition, to barriers that can create
mental health issues from frustration on not being able to communicate verbally, and
self-harm, to facing stigma for their condition. By implementing strategies that suit
the needs of NV children with ASD, these barriers can be reduced and avoided,

which also involves the support from highly trained staff.
| would now like to take the opportunity for any questions.
Question

When discussing strategies, you chose using an AAC device. Are there any
other strategies?

Thank you, and yes | have looked into Speech and Language Therapy (SALT). For
children who struggle with communicating, speech and language therapists offer
treatment, care, and support that can change lives (NHS Careers, no date).
According to Swansea Bay University Health Board (no date) Speech and Language
Therapists (SLTs) work in a variety of settings with individuals, other professionals,
and parents/caregivers to enable autistic people to communicate, be understood,
and engage with others in everyday life (Royal College of Speech and Language
Therapists, 2023.

Law, Dennis, and Charlton (2017) state that 6 hours on average, for over 6 months

70% of children’s language skills were improved. However, the Children’s



Commissioner for England (2019) states that the waiting list for SALT can take
months. According to the Welsh Government's (2018a) aims for therapy services, no
one should have to wait more than 14 weeks to receive speech and language
treatment. Bearing this in mind, the number of people waiting longer than 14 weeks
for speech and language therapy increased from 24 in February 2020 to 508 in
October 2021 (Welsh Government 2023). Therefore, many caregivers make the
decision for their child to have private SALT, although Blethers Speech and
Language Therapy (no date) explains that an initial assessment costs £120 for an
hour. This could be difficult for some families and the current cost of living.
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