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Inclusive practice is an approach ‘which recognises learner diversity and aims to enable every child/pupil/student, whatever his or her ability, to strive towards reaching her or his full potential.’ (Keay and Lloyd, 2012: 8). Alexiadou and Essex (2016) described inclusive practice to be including every child within education, ensuring that the needs of every child is met, no matter what ability or learning needs, so that all children have the opportunity to an equal and quality education. According to Brodzeller et al. (2018), due to an increase in identifying autism at an earlier age, early years practitioners can now adapt and provide early interventions in order to meet children’s needs and provide a quality environment and support. Suma et al. (2016) suggested that early detection of autism promotes early intervention, which is shown to increase improved outcomes and decrease developmental delays. Bradshaw et al. (2015) explained that there are a variety of different techniques that are used in the early intervention of autism, such as speech therapy, Applied Behaviour Analysis and occupational therapy. The aim of this essay is therefore to provide a deep, critical analysis of early intervention and inclusive practice, with regards to children with autism within the early years. Theory, theorists and models will be included to relate to the topics covered, and also linking to legislation, codes of practice and policies. A deep evaluation will also be undertaken on specific support strategies used for children with autism in the early years. 
Guldberg (2010) explained that inclusive practice for children with ASD within the early years includes identifying and overcoming barriers with regards to the child participating within education and having equality, however, with children who have ASD, it is more than just within education, but within family life and life outside of the classroom. Parents need to have a strong partnership with practitioners and professionals in order to work together to overcome these barriers. Hyde et al. (2013) agrees with Guldberg (2010) and states that children with ASD feel secure when there is a routine within daily tasks, and so routine is required within the educational setting to ensure the best outcome of learning development. 
According to Eldevik et al. (2012), within their research study, children with autism had an increase in positive outcomes when taught within mainstream school, rather than those who were taught in specialised educational settings. The Early Intensive Behavioural Intervention (EIBI) based model was used, which proved to have a positive impact on the children within mainstream school. Grindle et al. (2012) agreed that children with ASD should be taught within mainstream schools, so that these children can be educated in the same educational setting as their peers. From previous studies that Grindle et al. (2012) undertook, the results proved that children that were taught within mainstream school had an increase in behavioural and developmental outcomes, unlike those who were in specialised settings. According to Reed et al. (2012), placing children with ASD into mainstream schools has become an increasingly common process, partly due to ‘a ‘rights’ agenda, encouraged by UNESCO through the Salamanca statement, which forms an important basis for current policy in the UK’ (Reed et al., 2012: 750). However, Reed et al. (2012) argued that children with ASD who are placed within mainstream schools may not have their needs met sufficiently, due to possibly being a variety of different needs for different individuals, and so there would be a disruption of education, either for the children with ASD needs, or the rest of the group who would need more stimulation in order to gain any advancement in developmental learning. According to Cushing (2015), Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development is used to identify what each individual can achieve on their own, and how the child can enhance and develop learning by the teacher scaffolding their learning. Therefore, if there is no stimulation present for those who are not challenged or the tasks are too easy, signs of a decline in that individual’s learning development will begin to be identified, whereas, if the teacher scaffolds the child’s learning, providing them with targets to develop further, that child will increase their knowledge and learning. However, challenging the child too much so that learning is too difficult, can make the child frustrated and confused, which will not encourage learning and development. Knight et al. (2009), cited in Reed et al. (2012), suggested that children with ASD would benefit from being within mainstream school, stating that the social and behavioural aspects of the children’s development could improve from modelling their peers. 
According to Waddington and Reed (2016), specialist schools are most beneficial to children with ASD, as there are specialised professionals that can provide the children with the quality support that each individual needs, as well as having the correct and adequate resources needed for the children. Waddington and Reed (2016) follow on from this to argue that mainstream school teachers tend to give more attention to the other children within the class, rather than the children with ASD, due to communication barriers and social interactions. Symes and Humphrey (2010) agreed with Waddington and Reed (2016) and argued that children with ASD that are placed within mainstream schools are at risk of social exclusion, due to a lack of acceptance and rejection from other children, and it was also reported that bullying was an issue that was highly prevalent within their study, with low levels of social support from peers.
According to Education not Limited (2012), the Montessori approach allows children to be independent learners, who have the choice of what they want to do within the classroom. Children can go at their own pace and the teacher does not stand at the front of the classroom and instruct children on what to do like what mainstream schools do. Instead teachers scaffold the children and children are not forced to leave the activity that is being carried out, however, although most of the children’s time within class is self-chosen, there is a small amount of time that is used for the teachers to ensure each child is following up on essential subjects. Marks (2016) stated that Montessori believed children with ASD could achieve just as well, or even better, than their peers, ensuring there were appropriate resources that were suitable to the child’s developmental stage and growth. Marks (2016) also added that an advantage of Montessori education with regards to children with ASD is that there are rules, structure and routine, in which children with ASD work well with. 
Chaudhary and Janghel (2016) stated that Pestalozzi education is based upon beliefs that every child should have a right to education, with social justice at the heart. The Pestalozzi approach is based on individual differences, and how to adapt learning for each child. According to Horlacher (2011), Pestalozzi education promotes sensory learning and observational learning, and children with ASD adapt well to these areas of learning. Due to Pestalozzi education promoting the equality of all children, children of different abilities and needs have the same opportunities, with adaptations being made to those who require additional resources. 
According to the Welsh Government (2018), the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 has been created to provide and improve additional learning provision within Wales. The act has several objectives, which include: 
Introduction of the term Additional Learning Needs (ALN), a 0-25 age range, a unified plan, increased participation of children and young people, high aspirations and improved outcomes, a simpler and less adversarial system, increased collaboration, avoiding disagreements and earlier disagreement resolution, clear and consistent rights of appeal, a mandatory code and a bilingual system. 
(Welsh Government, 2018).
Hill (2015) argued that the change in term Special Educational Needs (SEN) to Additional Learning Needs (ALN) could potentially cause confusion to those children who are currently classed as having Special Educational Needs, who would then be changed over to having Additional Learning Needs. However, the Welsh Government (2018) states that this new legislation will have a deeper positive impact on children’s learning and development. Children with ASD will have Individual Development Plans (IDP’s) from the early years onwards, which will provide each child with a variety of different learning needs equal opportunities and the correct methods and resources needed to provide quality education and development. Dauncey (2016) argued that the use of the term SEN needed to be changed to ALN, to shift away from the stigma and negative statements associated with the SEN term. 
The Department of Education (2011) explained that the Education Act 2011 states that education should not be effected due to disability, as well as other factors. This piece of legislation ensures that children with additional learning needs have the right to a quality education, which is both equal and fair. The Education Act 2011 also ensures that educational staff have the appropriate training and knowledge to be able to provide quality education to all children. Adaptations and relevant resources should be made available to enhance children’s learning and development with regards to children with ASD or other additional learning needs. 
According to the Welsh Government (2017), the Special Educational Needs Code of Practice for Wales provides advice to local authorities and schools on how to provide the appropriate provision for children with additional learning needs, as well as how to identify and assess children who are believed to have additional learning needs. The Welsh Assembly Government (2004) stated that the code of practice has five main principles, which are that all children with additional learning needs must have their needs met, mainstream schools will normally be where the children’s additional learning needs will be met, all children’s views must be listened to and considered fairly, parents must have a strong partnership with practitioners in order to support the child’s learning and development, and that all children with additional learning needs should have complete access to quality and relevant education. 
According to Lazaratou et al. (2017), early intervention for children with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) should be undertaken as early as possible within infancy, with personalisation to each individual, to enable the best possible outcome. Suma et al. (2016) explained that ASD screening from the age of eighteen to twenty four months old encouraged parents to increase the amount of hours of intervention, resulting in an improved early parent-child interaction, whereas, infants who were not diagnosed with ASD were proven to have decreased interaction, due to not having early intervention to assist with this. Martin (2009) agreed with Suma et al. (2016) and explained that early intervention is a critical period, stating that the earlier ASD is diagnosed the better the outcome, due to the brain being more absorbent to information. Mall and Mall (No date) stated that Lenneberg’s critical period theory suggested that there is a crucial time span in order to acquire language, from age two up until puberty. Lenneberg expressed that the earlier interaction is made with the child, the more enhanced the development will become, if the appropriate stimuli is provided. After this time, the individual will not be able to achieve full potential. Makrygianni and Reed (2010) agreed with the previous statements and added that within a study on the effectiveness of behavioural intervention programmes for children with ASD, the results showed that intervention that was provided to the younger children had an increased positive impact on the overall development of the children. However, Shire et al. (2017) argued that interventions that are carried out within research studies are not as effective as interventions that are carried out in community settings. Research studies have a false sense of reality due to choosing children with the same level of ASD or learning needs, whereas in a real community atmosphere, there would be children of different levels of needs. Guldberg (2010) also argues that if practitioners do not have a clear understanding of ASD and the child’s individual needs, interventions can be problematic and will not provide a positive outcome, due to the interventions not meeting the developmental needs and learning contexts of the child. This can result in the child becoming frustrated and will then have a negative experience of learning and interaction. Hyde et al (2013) disputed that another negative factor of interventions is that they can be costly, take up a large proportion of time and are unsubstantiated. On the other hand, Grindle et al. (2012) stated that there is increasing evidence that intervention models are having an overall positive effect on children’s development and cognitive functioning. Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) is explained to be one of the interventions that is resulting in positive outcomes for children with ASD. 
According to Moor (2008), Applied Behavioural Analysis (ABA) is one of the most popular therapies related to supportive strategies for children with ASD, and is proved to have a positive outcome as an early intervention strategy. Tiura et al. (2017) stated that the ABA therapy is used within many developmental areas which are taught by specialised staff. The children are given simple activities to undertake on a one to one basis, whilst being given minimal support in order to succeed. There is a system of behavioural theory, where the child is rewarded when correct, in order to encourage behaviour. Sambandam et al. (2014) explained that ABA relates to the theory of Skinner, who believed that operant conditioning was successful in regards to behaviour and learning. Skinner believed that positive behaviour should be rewarded to encourage that behaviour, whereas negative behaviour should result in punishment so that negative behaviour was discouraged. 
Mohammadzaheri et al. (2014) stated that although ABA has proved to be highly effective in the change of behaviour within children with ASD, it is argued that developmental gains within children are at an exceptionally slow rate, with trials having to be repeated thousands of times in order to learn a single word, which is extremely time consuming. Denne et al. (2015) argued that the quality of ABA intervention is reliant on the quality of staff training and teaching, however, due to the increasingly large scale of ABA provision, quality training must be ensured in order to maximise positive outcomes of ABA delivery to children. MacDonald et al. (2014) supported the ABA therapy within the early years, and stated that within a research study of children aged one, two and three years old, the greatest gains of development were found in children who began early intervention of ABA before their second birthday. The main categories that were proven to have significant gains were in language, play and imitation, however, stereotypy seemed to decrease. According to Callahan et al. (2010), from research carried out on the comparison of ABA and Training and Education of Autistic and other Communication Handicapped Children (TEACCH), ABA was rated a low score for what educators and parents wanted for the children with ASD, and results showed that it was preferred to have both models implemented into education, in order to increase overall results by obtaining the benefits of both models. Matson et al. (2012) argued that the use of operant conditioning within ABA is not valid, and added that children with autism can be selective of what they believe to be a worthy reward. Matson et al. (2012) stated that the reward that the ABA practitioner uses may not appeal to the child, resulting in non-effective intervention. The child may also become uninterested in the rewards, due to the repetitiveness of the lengthy measures of ABA intervention, which would also affect the overall outcomes of ABA. 
According to Travis and Geiger (2010), the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) is used for children with ASD, which involves the use of pictures to communicate to promote social skills and communication with others. Children with ASD tend to have communication barriers and PECS is a way of children learning how to communicate which can decrease challenging behaviour and frustration, as well as encouraging speech development. Malhotra et al. (2010) agrees with this statement and states that PECS enables the child to be in charge of communication and as it is not required for the child to speak, the child can feel less intimidated on the initial PECS approach. Malhotra et al. (2010) follows on from this to mention that PECS has shown positive results within both communication and speech, as well as managing behavioural problems. From a research study that was carried out, after undertaking PECS with a child who had autism, his behaviours had near enough disappeared and his independence within activities that involved self-help had improved, as well as his communication with others. However, Hill et al. (2014) argued that PECS does not provide all children with autism the ability to verbally speak, and practitioners that are using PECS within settings need to have quality training in order to identify and implement the strategy effectively. Ganz et al. (2012) also argued that some children with ASD may also have poor sight or blindness, in which PECS would not be suitable, unless adaptations were made. Ganz et al. also argued that the motor functioning of the child would need to be adequate in order to pick up and move the cards around, therefore PECS would not be suitable for those who have limited or no motor functioning. 
To conclude, inclusive practice and early interventions are essential in order to assist the development and education of children with ASD. Research has shown that the earlier the intervention, the more positive the outcome. There are a variety of different support strategies available to children with autism, and from the two that have been researched, ABA and PECS, both methods provide both advantages and disadvantages, however, it is the decision of parents and practitioners to work together in order to identify what strategy is most suitable to the individual child. What works for one child may not be successful for another. There are also a variety of legislation documents, codes of practice and policies that ensure equality, fairness and anti-discrimination is in place for children with ASD, which gives equal opportunity to all children within the environment they are in. 
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