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Minimum specification

PC Mac
CPU Pentium Ill or PowerPC G4
greater (867MHz or faster)
RAM 128 MB 512 MB
Hard drive 100 MB space 100 MB space
CD/DVD-ROM drive | 24 x speed 24 x speed
SVGA graphics card | 16 bit colour 16 bit colour
Minimum screen 800 x 600 800 x 600
resolution
Sound card, 16 bit Standard
speakers,
or headphones
Keyboard and Yes Yes
mouse (Microsoft
compatible)
Operating system Windows 2000 | Mac OS X or later
or later

Instructions for running the disk

Insert the DVD-ROM into your disk tray. Your computer may automatically run the program if you have a
feature called Auto run enabled. If it does not automatically run, use the following steps.

For PC users, double click on My Computer, and then double click on the disk icon to open.
For Mac users, double click on the disk icon on your desktop to open.

Double click on the file ‘index.htm’.

The Inclusion Development Programme is an inclusive resource which focuses upon meeting children’s needs
in mainstream settings. The photographs used in the DVD-ROM and booklet depict both children on the
autism spectrum and their peers, playing and learning together. The appearance of any particular child in these
photographs should not be taken to suggest that they are necessarily on the autism spectrum.
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Disclaimer

The Department for Children, Schools and Families
wishes to make it clear that the Department and
its agents accept no responsibility for the actual
content of any materials suggested as information
sources in this publication, whether these are in
the form of printed publications or on a website.

In these materials, icons, logos, software products
and websites are used for contextual and practical
reasons. Their use should not be interpreted

as an endorsement of particular companies or
their products.

The websites referred to in these materials existed
at the time of going to print.

Please check all website references carefully to
see if they have changed and substitute other
references where appropriate.
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Infroduction

Meeting the individual needs of all children lies at the heart of the Early Years Foundation Stage

(EYFS). Every child deserves the best possible start in life, and support to fulfil their potential. A child’s
experience in the early years has a major impact on their future life chances. All early years providers
must have and implement an effective policy for ensuring equality of opportunities and for supporting
children with learning difficulties and disabilities. Practitioners should focus on each child’s individual
learning, development and care needs to ensure that the children and families with whom they work are
fully included. Providing an inclusive setting that promotes equality of opportunity does not mean that
all children should be treated the same, but that the unique skills and abilities of each child should be
recognised and developed, and that ‘inclusion is not optional: children have defined entitlements in this area
and settings have legal responsibilities’ (EYFS).

What is the Inclusion Development Programme?

The Inclusion Development Programme (IDP) is part of the Government’s strategy for children with
special educational needs (SEN), outlined in Removing barriers to achievement: the Government’s strategy
for SEN (DfES 0117/2004). This four-year programme (2008-2011) will provide support for leadership
teams in schools and settings, and professional development materials for teachers and practitioners
working with children with a range of special educational needs of all ages from early years through to
secondary school.

It aims to:

e build the independent capacity of schools and settings by helping teachers and practitioners to
develop the skills needed for the early identification and support of children with high incidence
needs;

e strengthen leadership and strategic approaches to inclusion and achievement of children with high
incidence needs by providing guidance and support for special educational needs coordinators
(SENCOs), headteachers, leaders and managers.

What is the focus of this Early Years IDP?

This year, the Early Years IDP is focusing on children on the autism spectrum. It is relevant to all
practitioners, teachers, managers and leaders working within the EYFS, with children from birth to the
age of five. Whatever your role, you are encouraged to reflect on how you can apply the strategies
described in these materials to the work you do in your setting.

Year 1 of the IDP focused on supporting children with speech, language and communication needs.

If you would like a copy of this resource, it can be downloaded from www.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/
nationalstrategies/inclusion/sen/idp or a hard copy is available from DCSF Publications (address on back
cover), reference 00215-2008BKT-EN. You are also likely to find parts of that material useful in informing
your work with children with autism.

Many schools and settings already benefit from the support of an early years advisory teacher (EYAT)
and an area SENCO. In some local authorities (LAs) these roles are carried out by the same person.

The Government has signalled the need to align the role of the area SENCO with the work of EYATs in
supporting quality improvement in early years settings (Sure Start, Early Years and Childcare Grant Letter
01/08/07). This reflects the importance of developing and maintaining fully inclusive practice where the
unique skills and abilities of each child are recognised and developed as part of improving the quality of
experience for all children. The IDP complements the work of EYATs and area SENCOs in helping settings
improve quality and maintain inclusive practice.
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Many practitioners in all types of settings are working with young children who have either been
diagnosed as having autism or who have similar needs but are as yet undiagnosed. These materials
will help practitioners to support both groups of children — a formal diagnosis of autism is not needed
in order to implement the ideas and interventions in this booklet. In fact, strategies that are successful
for children with autism will also support the learning and development of all children in early years
settings.

All EYFS practitioners have a responsibility to identify children’s needs and intervene with appropriate
support as early as possible, to help children achieve the goals of Every Child Matters and progress
towards the early learning goals. This does not mean, however, that practitioners are expected to
diagnose autism as this is the job of other professionals and specialists. A diagnosis is only made
following extensive observation of the child, detailed assessments and discussion with parents and
other professionals. You can find further guidance on how to act on your concerns in the A Unique Child
module of the DVD-ROM/online learning materials.

Effective practice in the EYFS focuses on meeting children’s individual needs and providing an inclusive
setting for all children. Practitioners may not currently have any children in their setting with diagnosed
autism or difficulties in the areas associated with autism. This does not mean that the IDP is not for
them. Autism is recognised as a disability under the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 (DDA). There is

an ‘anticipatory duty’ under the DDA which means that all settings are required by law to be prepared
for disabled children who might come to their setting in the future. This means that all early years
practitioners are expected to have at least a basic understanding of conditions such as autism and how
to meet the needs of young children with them through high-quality, inclusive early years practice. This
material will provide practitioners with this basic knowledge and will signpost practitioners who want to
find out more to further information.

Practitioners should focus on each child’s individual learning, development and care needs by:
e removing or helping to overcome barriers for children where these already exist;

e being alert to the early signs of needs that could lead to later difficulties, and responding quickly
and appropriately, involving other agencies as necessary;

e stretching and challenging all children.
Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage, p.9

It is inevitable in a resource of this nature that general statements are made about children on the autism
spectrum. So, when working through this resource, it is important to appreciate that not every child on
the spectrum will experience the same difficulties or have the same strengths. Strategies mentioned in
the resource will therefore not be necessary or effective for every child. A comprehensive assessment of
each child on the spectrum will be necessary to determine their exact needs.

Settings must implement the welfare requirements of the EYFS, which include legal requirements

set out in the 1996 Education Act, the SEN Code of Practice and the DDA 1995. Further guidance on
promoting disability equality is available in Implementing the Disability Discrimination Act in schools and
early years settings (DfES 0160-2006DOC-EN), and in ‘Promoting Disability Equality in Schools’ at www.
teachernet.gov.uk; you will find details of other legislation and guidance on the accompanying DVD-ROM.
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Terminology

As in many other areas, different terms may be used when referring to children with autism. The term
‘autistic spectrum disorder’ (ASD) is often used to refer to children who have autism, as in the expression
‘children with ASD’. However, the term ‘disorder’ has medical connotations, to which some people
object. Given that the focus of the IDP is on meeting children’s educational needs, the Early Years IDP
will refer to ‘the autism spectrum’ or ‘children with autism’ throughout as the accepted terminology

for practitioners rather than using the term ‘disorder’. This does not imply in any way that children with
autism have less severe or complex needs than those described as having a ‘disorder’. Use of the word
‘spectrum’ acknowledges the fact that there are a number of related conditions in this area that are
present from early life, including high-functioning autism and Asperger syndrome. In this resource, use
of the word ‘autism’ covers all conditions within the autism spectrum.

The term ‘autistic’ may also be used to refer to children with autism, but increasingly, people prefer

to use the word ‘child’ or ‘children’ before mentioning autism (i.e. ‘a child with autism’ rather than ‘an
autistic child’). This is to acknowledge that a child is, first and foremost, a unique individual, and should
not be defined solely by their autism.

Parents of children with autism will have differing views on the terminology around autism and
practitioners should sensitively ask them which terms they prefer to be used when discussing their child
and should respect these preferences.

Throughout these materials, the term ‘parent’ is used to mean a parent or carer. The term ‘setting’ is used
to describe any of the wide variety of providers delivering the EYFS, including schools, private, voluntary
and independent providers and childminders.

If you are unsure of the meaning of any terms used in this publication, a glossary is included on the
accompanying DVD-ROM.

00040-2009BKT-EN © Crown copyright 2009



The National Strategies | Early Years 5
Inclusion Development Programme

Special educational needs coordinators (SENCOs)

All early education settings and childcare settings registered with Ofsted are required to have regard to
the Special Educational Needs Code of Practice (DfES, 2001). One requirement is that a setting should
designate a person responsible for overseeing inclusive practice who is usually called a SENCO, but in
some settings is known as an ‘inclusion coordinator’. All members of the team, not just the SENCO, are
responsible for ensuring that children’s needs are met, but the SENCO is responsible for ensuring that the
setting’s SEN policy is fully implemented. The SENCO will work closely with key people, parents, leaders
and managers to ensure that all children’s needs are met. LAs provide additional support to settings with
a team of area SENCOs (these professionals are sometimes known by other names, such as ‘inclusion
officers’ or ‘specialist teachers’).

How to use these materials

This booklet and the interactive DVD-ROM (the content of which is also available online at www.
standards.dcsf.gov.uk/nationalstrategies/inclusion/sen/idp should be used in a group with colleagues
to form the basis of continuing professional development (CPD) sessions. They can also be used by
individual practitioners. The content of the DVD-ROM reflects the content of the booklet, giving video
examples of real practice and activities that will promote further reflection and development. These
materials will help you improve your provision for all children, and will particularly support you in
developing more inclusive practice, especially for children with autism or difficulties in some or all of the
areas commonly associated with autism.

It is the responsibility of leaders and managers to demonstrate their commitment to inclusive practice
by ensuring that practitioners are given the necessary time to work through the materials as a group and
the opportunity to carry out follow-up work in the setting. It is important that leaders and managers
should also be involved in the CPD sessions. As practitioners working together through the materials,
you will identify areas of your practice that are particularly successful and some that need further
development. Practitioners will need the support of their leader or manager to plan and implement
changes within the setting.
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Childminders who work alone may consider joining, or starting, a local childminding network, or making
links with other childminders or early years settings in their area. It will be very helpful to work through
the materials as a group and to share your experiences with other practitioners. Children’s centres and
LA support teams may also help to facilitate CPD sessions with you.

LA consultants, EYATs and area SENCOs will find the materials useful as part of the LA training and
support for inclusion. The materials will also be a valuable resource for trainers providing initial early
years and childcare qualifications.

There are already many other sources of information about working with children with autism in the
early years. In this booklet and on the DVD-ROM, links are made to existing materials and organisations
that provide relevant support. You are encouraged to use these to find out more and to deepen your
understanding.

The EYFS package (booklets, posters, cards and CD-ROM, DCSF-00261-2008) should be used alongside
these materials. The Principles and Effective practice guidance set out in it are the basis for this
document, and you should refer to them as you work through the materials: they provide a wealth of
additional guidance on effective practice.

The EYFS establishes four overarching Principles to inform our thinking and practice in order to meet all
young children’s entitlement to rich and engaging learning experiences. These materials are organised
according to the four themes and Principles of the EYFS:

e A Unique Child

e Positive Relationships

e Enabling Environments

® Learning and Development.

At the end of each section you are asked to reflect on your practice as:

® apractitioner;

e aSENCO;

e aleader or manager (this includes all senior management teams and management committees).

In some cases you may be fulfilling all these roles.

So what is autism, how common is it, and what causes it?

Autism is a term used since the 1940s to describe a different developmental pattern that emerges in
early childhood. It can have a major impact on how children learn, interact and behave. At its core,
autism is a social disability: its most noticeable effects are on how children interact with others, which in
turn affects how they learn and use language to communicate, how they play, and so on. About 60 per
10,000 children under eight have some form of autism (Medical Research Council, 2001).

Children with autism will have difficulties or differences in three areas of development. These are
described as the triad of impairments (triad simply means three) and include communication, social
understanding and flexibility of thought and behaviour. Many children with autism also experience the
world differently through their senses: they may, for example, be under-sensitive or over-sensitive to
certain sounds, smells or visual sensations.

The causes of autism are complex. We know that it is more common in boys than girls (some current
estimates say there are four boys with autism for every girl), and that children with autism are more likely
to also have relatives with autism than other children are. These clues tell us that genes contribute to the
development of autism - but research has shown that there is no single ‘autism gene’. Instead, it seems
likely that several genetic differences combine to cause autism in a child. These genetic factors may
interact with environmental factors, but little is currently known about how this might occur. Whatever
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the cause, the brains of children with autism develop slightly differently from those of typical children.
These differences can give them greater ability in certain areas, such as pattern recognition, but make
other things harder to master.

Autism is a lifelong condition. However, people with autism continue to grow and develop throughout
life, and education is the key to helping children with autism reach their full potential. Some other
interventions may also be helpful, but there is no known ‘cure’ for autism.

You will find a useful quiz focusing on truths and myths about autism on the accompanying DVD-ROM.

The EYFS and autism
Requirements
The Statutory Framework for the EYFS makes clears that:

...providers should deliver individualised learning, development and care that enhances the
development of the children in their care and gives those children the best possible start in life. Every
child should be supported individually to make progress at their own pace and children who need extra
support to fulfil their potential should receive special consideration.

Statutory Framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage, p.9 paragraph 1.13

All early years providers must by law deliver the Learning and Development requirements of the EYFS.
Autism is likely to impact upon all six areas of Learning and Development in the EYFS.

Personal, social and emotional development: Children with autism will need additional support
to develop understanding of the needs, views and feelings of others and to form good relationships
with adults and make friends with peers. Children with autism may find it difficult to concentrate and
maintain attention, and to take turns and share.

Communication, language and literacy: Children with autism will need help to interact effectively
with others, to take turns in conversation, to understand jokes and idioms (expressions such as ‘pull

your socks up’), to make up their own stories and to predict what might happen next in a story. Some
children may need to use augmentative methods of communication, such as visual support materials, for
example, gesture, photographs or symbols.

Problem solving, reasoning and numeracy: Basic numeracy can be a relative area of strength for
some children with autism as numbers are ordered, predictable and the way in which they are used in
calculations follows consistent logical rules. Problem solving and reasoning can be more of a challenge
for the child, given difficulties in flexible thinking, social understanding and verbal reasoning.

Knowledge and understanding of the world: Children with autism will need support to help them

to make sense of the world, particularly the social world. They may need encouragement to investigate
new objects and materials and to use all their senses effectively. They are likely to have difficulty
generalising knowledge and concepts from one context for another. For example, a child may know
that the washbasin in his own family bathroom is for washing hands, but may not realise that other
washbasins he encounters serve the same purpose. Remember that children with autism are likely to
have difficulty in seeing things from other points of view so they are likely to need support to appreciate
the cultures and beliefs of others.

Physical development: Children with autism may need encouragement to try out new things, as they
may have developed strongly preferred physical activities which they feel secure with and choose to
repeat. Although some children with autism can be very agile, others may have reduced awareness of
their own bodies, leading to difficulties with navigating obstacles and with fine motor tasks such as
fastening buttons or zips.

Creative development: For some children with autism, art or music may be relative strengths. However,
it is a myth that lots of children with autism are highly gifted in these areas. All are likely to need support
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to express their thoughts, ideas and feelings and to take part in imaginative play and role-play with other
children. Some individuals with autism have very elaborate ideas and may develop stories about fantasy
worlds, but they do not have the creative and flexible social imagination which would allow them to take
part in activities such as pretending to be another person.

Strategies for supporting children in each of the areas of Learning and Development can be found in the
Learning and Development monitoring of this handbook.

Some children will have their needs recognised for the first time by practitioners in an early years setting.
Other children will start in the setting with a diagnosis of autism, and may already be receiving support
from other professionals. It is important that all the people involved work closely together to ensure a
consistent approach for the child and family. The Early Support Programme (www.earlysupport.org.uk)
facilitates the development of integrated support services for families and professionals. You will find
Early Support materials referenced in many parts of the EYFS and more details about it in the Enabling
Environments section of this handbook.

In line with the Principles and ethos of the EYFS, the goal should be for learning to be achieved

largely through play-based activities, but this may not be easy for many children with autism. Adults
will sometimes need to intervene in freely chosen activities to encourage the child to learn through
playing with other children. Wherever possible, support should be integrated within a small-group or
whole-group setting to promote inclusion and the development of social skills. The IDP is focused very
much on ‘quality first teaching’ (high-quality provision for all children) rather than specialist provision.
However, it is recognised that at times children with autism will need more intensive input, and some
may benefit from some learning on an individual basis, as the social aspect of learning in a group can
add to the complexity of the task for a child with autism.

Most children with autism should make good progress with the support that can be offered within an
effective setting. However, as autism is complex and lifelong, nearly all children will have additional
support from specialist services such as speech and language therapy and specialist teachers or area
SENCOs. These professionals will support you to provide suitable experiences and activities for the
children within the context of a high-quality inclusive EYFS environment. You can find out more about
their roles in the Enabling Environments section of this handbook.

With support from outside professionals, schools and settings should develop their own strategy for
supporting children with autism, in line with the EYFS guidance, and this strategy should be shared
with parents. It should describe how the setting will support children who have been diagnosed with
autism or who are experiencing some difficulties in the areas commonly associated with it. Leaders and
managers should ensure that the strategy is implemented, and should lead their teams to constantly
reflect on and review their practice.

00040-2009BKT-EN © Crown copyright 2009



The National Strategies | Early Years 9

A practitioner asks:

A child has just started in my setting and he doesn’t make any eye contact with me. He also likes to
play with the train set all the time and doesn’t take any notice of the other children. Does this mean
he’s autistic?

Autism is increasingly featured in TV programmes and in print and as a result, it is much more in
people’s minds than previously. It is natural that people should reflect on what they have heard

in relation to autism and, where they are working with a child who appears to have some of these
difficulties, to think ‘l wonder if this child is autistic?’ It is not uncommon for children to have some of
the difficulties associated with autism, but this does not necessarily mean that they are on the autism
spectrum. Practitioners must resist any temptation to ‘diagnose’ autism. Instead, the practitioner
should observe the child carefully and note down the concerns that they have, sharing these with
parents and seeking their views on their child’s strengths and areas of need. Over a period of time,
and in consultation with parents and other members of staff in the setting, the practitioner should
build up a good understanding of the child’s strengths and areas of need. If the child does not

make reasonable progress over time and following discussion with parents, further advice should

be sought from outside professionals. In time, some children will go on to receive a diagnosis of
autism, while others will make good progress and the behaviours about which the practitioner was
concerned will reduce or disappear. As long as the practitioner is offering appropriate support to
meet the needs they have identified, discussing concerns with parents and seeking support from
other professionals where appropriate, they should not worry that a child is ‘going undiagnosed'.
Diagnosis of autism is a complicated and often lengthy process. Your views as a practitioner are
important, and will be sought if formal assessment is deemed necessary, but you are not the person
who makes a diagnosis.

What is the impact of autism on children’s development?

The impact of autism on children will vary according to the severity of the problems, and may affect
some or all of the following areas.

Social understanding - children with autism tend to be unaware of the thoughts, feelings and
intentions of others. This makes it very difficult for them to ‘put themselves in other people’s shoes’ or
predict what is likely to happen next. For example, if a child with autism takes a toy from another child,
they will not understand that they could be causing that child to become angry or distressed. Being
unable to predict what will happen next means that new and unfamiliar events and situations can be
very distressing for a child with autism and may cause anxiety.

Social development and interaction - most children with autism find it very difficult to mix socially
with other adults and children. They may appear alone, unaware of others and are often described as
‘being in a world of their own’. For other children with autism, their efforts to interact with peers may be
naive or clumsy. Many will have very limited ideas for play, which means that their play tends to be very
repetitive and solitary.

Non-verbal communication - children with autism have difficulties with non-verbal communication.
This is often characterised by much reduced, unusual or absent eye contact, lack of conventional facial
expression and reduced or absent use of pointing. The strategies we commonly use to indicate that we
are engaging with others, such as turning towards them, nodding and taking turns to talk are likely to be
significantly reduced or absent in children with autism.

Verbal communication

- speaking: Some children with more severe autism might never develop conventional speech. Where
verbal communication does develop, it is often markedly different from that of typically developing
children. For example, the child might repeat back what others have said, but without any meaning
(known as ‘echolalia’); or might use language inappropriate to the context, such as talking about trains
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when asked what they would like for lunch; or might speak with unusual rhythm and intonation, making
their speech sound ‘odd’. Children with autism may communicate for a limited number of reasons, such
as to get what they want, but not to show, engage, play or share with another person.

- understanding: Many children with autism have difficulty in fully understanding what is said to them.
For some children with severe autism this could relate to the vocabulary and grammar, while in others it
might relate more to understanding people’s intentions, for example, that when someone asks ‘Do you
know what time it is?’ they don't expect to be simply told ‘Yes'.

Sensory processing difficulties — many children with autism have either over- or under-developed
senses and any of the five senses may be affected - vision, hearing, touch, smell or taste. This may mean,
for example, that a child finds the sound of a ticking clock in the setting unbearable, or is distracted by it
to such an extent that they ignore everything else that is going on around them and focus exclusively on
the sound of the clock. A child with an under-developed sense of touch may not feel pain, meaning that
they engage in potentially dangerous behaviours. Many children with autism can also have difficulties
with balance and body awareness.

Engagement with the EYFS - the difficulties described above could limit children’s access to the

EYFS, as most areas of Learning and Development are underpinned by social understanding and
communication. The quality of the support that practitioners are able to offer children with autism will
determine the extent to which these children are able to make good progress in all areas of Learning and
Development.

Remember that autism is complex and lifelong, and that effective early intervention is crucial if children
are to make good progress, and ultimately lead adult lives which are as independent as possible.
Without effective support throughout their education, children with autism are at significant risk of
underachievement in all five Every Child Matters outcomes. The inability to cope with a world which

can appear hostile and confusing may lead to frustration and misunderstandings. By providing early
intervention and high-quality provision that meets the needs of children with autism in the early years,
we are giving them the best possible start to their education.

Much more information about how autism affects children’s development, and, crucially, how
practitioners can intervene to minimise the negative impact of these difficulties and to make use of the
strengths of the learner with autism can be found in the following chapters of this handbook and on the
accompanying DVD-ROM.
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A Unique Child

EYFS Principle

Every child is a competent learner from birth who can be resilient, capable, confident and self-assured.

Commitments

1.1 Child Development: Babies and children develop in individual ways and at varying rates. Every area of
development - physical, cognitive, linguistic, spiritual, social and emotional - is equally important.

1.2 Inclusive Practice: The diversity of individuals and communities is valued and respected. No child or
family is discriminated against.

1.3 Keeping Safe: Young children are vulnerable. They develop resilience when their physical and
psychological well-being is protected by adults.

1.4 Health and Well-being: Children’s health is an integral part of their emotional, mental, social,
environmental and spiritual well-being and is supported by attention to these aspects.

The ‘Development matters’ columns of the Practice Guidance for the Early Years Foundation Stage
identifies the developing knowledge, skills, understanding and attitudes that children will need if they
are to achieve the early learning goals by the end of the EYFS. You should refer to this column in all areas
of Learning and Development to help you identify and monitor the progress that children on the autism
spectrum are making across all the areas of learning:

It is important to note that children will not necessarily progress sequentially through the stages... Some
elements may appear to have been achieved very quickly, others will take much longer. As children
move from one element to another, they take with them what they have already achieved, and continue
to practise, refine and build on their previous development and learning.

Practice Guidance for the Early Years Foundation Stage, p.11

Practitioners must take care not to make assumptions about what children’s needs will be. Children
with autism are likely to have particular difficulties with aspects of personal, social and emotional
development, communication, language and literacy, knowledge and understanding of the world and
creative development. However, even in these areas of Learning and Development, they may have
relative strengths.

How do children with autism differ from their peers?

According to the EYFS Principle: Every child is a competent learner from birth who can be resilient, capable,
confident and self-assured. However, most children with autism will need plenty of help from adults in
order to bring out these characteristics. At times, they may appear not to be confident or self-assured,
instead seeming to be frustrated, confused or distressed. When this is the case, they will need the
support of sensitive adults to ensure that they are helped to overcome their difficulties.

As the EYFS makes clear, children develop in individual ways and at varying rates. The ways in which
children with autism will develop their communication, social interaction and social understanding

may well differ from that of most children, as they follow different developmental pathways. As all
children are unique, it is not really possible to define a ‘typical child’. However, the concept of ‘typical
development’ is a useful one insofar as it helps us to identify areas where children might need additional
support in order to make good progress, and to provide early intervention.
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Children with autism are likely to differ from their peers in one or more of the following ways.
e They are much less likely to understand the needs, views and feelings of others.

e They are likely to find it more difficult to make friends, to form good relationships with adults and
peers, and may need additional support to help them to learn to take turns and share.

e They will have greater difficulty in using language, particularly joining in with conversations, and
understanding jokes and non-literal language. Some children with autism may not speak, instead
communicating in other ways, including through their behaviour.

e They are less likely to explore new ideas and objects, and more likely to stick to what they know.

e They are much more likely to be upset or confused by changes to their routine or environment, or by
new and unfamiliar experiences.

e They are less likely to play imaginatively, such as acting out characters in stories, and much more
likely to play in quite a rigid way, in which actions are repeated over and over again with their
favourite toys.

The list above is not exhaustive, but includes some of the main ways in which children with autism are
likely to differ from their peers. Of course, you must take time to get to know ‘the unique child’ in order
to understand exactly how autism affects an individual’s development.

A practitioner asks:
At what age can a child be diagnosed as having autism?

Autism cannot be diagnosed at birth because babies develop social behaviours gradually. Some
studies claim that autism can be diagnosed in children as young as six to 12 months, however, this
finding is not widely accepted. What is agreed by experts is that most children with autism show
signs of it by the time they are two to three years old, and autism can increasingly be diagnosed

at this age. Some parents report noticing that their child seemed ‘different’ from a very early age,
while others say that their child was initially developing language and social skills in the usual way,
and then lost these, in some cases almost overnight. In many cases, healthcare professionals may
notice signs of autism during routine childhood health screening, and this may eventually lead to a
formal diagnosis. However, because many of the behaviours associated with autism are also present
in other conditions, healthcare professionals may carry out various medical tests in order to rule out
other possible causes before diagnosing autism. In order to receive a formal diagnosis of autism, all
three of the triad of impairments will be present at 36 months of age, even if they were not originally
noticed at this age. For some children, particularly those where early signs of autism were not so
clear, diagnosis may occur at a much later age.
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Each child’s unique profile of strengths and needs in relation to the
triad of impairments

It is important that children’s strengths are recognised and built upon when planning to meet their
needs. As with all children, for those with autism it is important that each child’s unique strengths are
recognised alongside their areas of need. It is all too easy to focus in on the child’s difficulties, particularly
when they seem to colour every aspect of their development. Even within an area of difficulty, it should
always be possible to identify relative strengths. For example, a child who finds social communication
with adults and peers very challenging might well have a close relationship with their pet dog at home;
a child who finds any change to their routine very difficult may respond with delight to a new toy or
sensory activity. Over time, practitioners will develop an increasing understanding of each child’s unique
profile of strengths and needs and should be able to hook into their interests, build upon the child’s
strengths in order to plan to meet their needs and develop skills in the areas of difficulty. For example,
for a child who returns time and time again to playing with dinosaurs, the practitioner might plan a
turn-taking activity that is based upon dinosaurs. In this way, the child’s favourite toy is used creatively
to develop social interaction, rather than being seen as a problem, or something from which the child
needs to be distracted.

It is helpful to remember that there is always a reason for a child’s behaviour, and that each behaviour
serves a purpose. This may not be immediately obvious to you but remember that behaviours that
appear to be random and to serve no useful purpose will always happen for a reason. It may be very
difficult initially for the practitioner to work out why the child is behaving in a particular way but by
watching carefully and patiently, you will come to understand what the child is trying to convey. For
example, a behaviour such as hand flapping often appears to be bizarre or even distressing to the
practitioner who is seeing it for the first time. However, this behaviour may serve a number of functions:
it may be comforting to the child; it may help the child to stimulate an under-sensitive sense of touch
and feeling; or it may be used to create visual patterns in front of the child’s eyes that the child finds
fascinating. Over time, with careful observation and discussion with colleagues, practitioners should
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begin to understand why the child behaves as they do, and what the triggers are. In the case of less
positive behaviours, it is then possible to minimise triggers and to address the behaviour in a more
positive way.

A diagnosis of autism won't explain everything about the child, of course, as each has their own
personality, family and cultural background. Also, children with autism may have additional needs such
as medical difficulties; learning difficulties; or additional neurological (brain-based) conditions, such as
dyslexia, dyspraxia, ADHD or Tourette syndrome. All these conditions are more common in children with
autism than typically developing children, and their presence may require different sorts of adaptations.

Inclusive practice: planning to meet individual needs

A well-planned early years environment which is based upon the Principles and practice of the EYFS will
go a long way towards meeting the needs of children with autism. Planning should start from the child’s
interests, and activities should be personalised to meet individual needs. Your setting’s SENCO should be
able to provide you with ideas for planning appropriate activities if you would like some help with this.
You will find an example of an individual plan for a child with autism in the Learning and Development
section of this handbook and more individual plans in the same section of the DVD-ROM.

Ideally, parents — including fathers — should be a part of any planning meeting. However, where this

is not possible, it is very important that all planning is shared with parents as they have a wealth of
knowledge about their child on which practitioners can draw. Practitioners should make sure that
parents are in agreement with what has been planned, that they understand why a particular strategy
is being used and the intended effect. Parents should be encouraged to use the same strategies at
home in order to ensure consistency and to consolidate the child’s learning. Practitioners can also
adopt strategies that parents have found to be successful with their unique child. However, sometimes
strategies work better in some contexts than in others, and it is important that practitioners and parents
regularly discuss children’s progress so that planning can be adjusted as necessary. Where a particular
strategy requires a high degree of concentration and compliance on the part of the child, it may not
always be appropriate to repeat it at home after a tiring day in the setting.

A practitioner asks:
Is it true that children with autism are gifted in certain areas such as music or maths?

As unique individuals, it is not possible to make generalisations about the abilities of children with
autism, other than to say they will all have varying degrees of need in the areas covered by the triad
of impairments. In other areas, children with autism vary as much as typically developing children.

A small number may be particularly able in certain areas, such as music or numeracy, and such
instances have been well documented in the media, perhaps giving the impression that they are
more common than is the case. What is clear is that all children with autism can make good progress
in their development, and the earlier their areas of need are addressed, the more likely they are to
make good progress and to develop any particular strengths they may have. Practitioners should
have high expectations of all the children in their care, including those with autism, but should not
automatically expect them to excel in particular areas.

Monitoring progress

Children’s progress should be reviewed regularly, and further planning can be based upon the progress
that children have made. Not all strategies will work with all children, and it is therefore important to
have flexibility within planning so that things that are not working can be changed as necessary. Of
course, it is important to recognise that it may take time for children with autism — or any child for that
matter — to respond to a particular strategy, and practitioners should not assume that the strategies they
implement will have an immediate effect. It will take time for the child to adjust to a new way of working,
a new resource or new expectations, and practitioners should be prepared to persist, being consistent
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in the way they use a particular strategy or resource. The area SENCO or another involved professional
will be able to give advice on how long practitioners should persist with a particular strategy, and where
progress is very limited, when it may be time to try something else or advise how to present the activity
in a different way.

Practitioners should use the same monitoring procedures for children with autism as they use with their
typically developing peers, including use of the EYFS Profile. For some children, additional monitoring
and record keeping procedures may be suggested by the area SENCO or speech and language therapist.
Where this is the case, these can be used alongside the setting’s usual monitoring procedures, rather
than instead of them. However, where there is overlap, it is not necessary to write things twice or

to repeat observations. Monitoring and record keeping should be manageable and not take up a
disproportionate amount of the practitioner’s time.

A practitioner asks:
I've heard that there are now many more children with autism than a few years ago. Is this true?

It is certainly true that there are more children being diagnosed with autism now than previously. This
does not necessarily mean that autism is becoming more common, although this may be the case.
There is no central register of everyone who has autism, which means that it is not possible to know the
exact number. Since Leo Kanner first described ‘classic’ autism more than 50 years ago, the results of
research and clinical work have led to a broadening of the concept of autism, which means that more
children are receiving a diagnosis. The fact that the number of reported cases of autism has increased
dramatically since the 1990s may be largely a result of increased referrals, changes in diagnostic criteria,
age at diagnosis, availability of services and increasing public awareness of autism.

Children who speak English
as an additional language

Children who speak English as an additional
language are neither more nor less likely to
have autism than children who speak only
English. It is usual for children who are at
the early stages of learning English as an
additional language to go through a period
where they say very little in their setting;
this should not automatically be a cause for
concern for practitioners, as most children
go through a period of observing, listening,
absorbing and beginning to make sense

of their new language before having the
confidence to begin speaking in English. As
always, it is helpful for practitioners to talk
to the child’s parents to find out about their
development in their home language or
languages.

© Crown copyright 2009 00040-2009BKT-EN



16 The National Strategies | Early Years

Cultural considerations

A practitioner asks:
Is it true that autism is not recognised in some countries?

It is sometimes said that in some countries, or certain cultures, autism is not recognised or
understood. However, it is more accurate to say that there is a wide variety of acceptance and
understanding among people in relation to autism within any country or culture, rather than
making sweeping generalisations about an entire country or culture. Broadly speaking, there are
geographical and cultural differences in relation to acceptance of difference in general, and in some
cultures there is still a great deal of stigma attached to any disability, particularly those which involve
learning rather than being purely physical. For this reason, a child’s autism might be kept a secret,
or denied. It is true that not all languages yet have a word for autism, but this does not necessarily
mean that the condition is not recognised. However, translation issues can sometimes present a
problem when parents need information: it is known, for example, that some written material on
autism in languages other than English that is used in the UK is poorly translated, and may frighten
parents unnecessarily.

Practitioners should be aware of and sensitive to all parents’ feelings, viewpoints and differing levels
of understanding, regardless of their culture. Where parents are not fluent in English, their child’s
autism may not have been explained to them in an accessible or accurate way, meaning that they do
not fully understand their child’s needs. When a child has a diagnosis of autism, practitioners should
aim to work in partnership with other agencies, helping to ensure that parents understand the
implications of the diagnosis for their child’s development, and how they can work with practitioners
in a mutually supportive way to ensure that their child makes the best possible progress.
Practitioners should never assume that parents will have a particular view or level of understanding
about autism simply because they are from a particular cultural background.

Ensuring children’s safety and well-being

For children with autism, difficulties with social understanding, combined with an inward focus in which
they often do not see ‘the wider picture’, means that they are more likely to be at risk from everyday
hazards. It is often said that children with autism ‘have no sense of danger’ and for many this does
indeed appear to be the case. While all young children need to be taught that moving cars and sharp
scissors are dangerous, children with autism will tend to take much longer to appreciate such dangers,
and they are potentially at much greater risk of hurting themselves or — usually inadvertently - others
around them. Of course, risks can never be completely eliminated, but practitioners must determine
what is an acceptable level of risk within their setting, taking into account the fact that children with
autism may not learn from taking risks in the same way that most other children do. Dangers should be
explicitly explained to children, using language they are able to understand. Tell children exactly how
they should behave when faced with a potential danger, why they should behave in this way, what will
happen and the potential consequences of not behaving in this way.

Itis clearly vital that all children are supported in their personal, social and emotional development
(PSED) throughout their early education, and beyond. Children with autism may be at increased risk

of poor outcomes for PSED, particularly as they become older and more aware of their areas of need
and how these affect their sense of participation and belonging. In the early years, practitioners have

a responsibility to ensure that their provision is organised in such a way as to minimise confusion,
frustration, distress and conflict. As for any child, this is best achieved by a thorough understanding of
the unique profile of strengths and needs of the child with autism, gained through careful observation
and discussion with others. In this way, practitioners can personalise learning for the child, ensuring
that appropriate adaptations are made wherever necessary, such as using a visual timetable to increase
predictability and thus decrease confusion or distress arising from not knowing what is to happen next.
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Reflecting on practice

Refer to the Reflecting on practice section on the Principles into Practice cards for A Unique Child
(1.1-1.4) as well as the Effective practice guidance on the EYFS CD-ROM, and consider these in relation to
children with autism.

How well do you as a practitioner...

have a thorough knowledge of child development and how autism might impact upon an
individual's development?

understand how children progress at different rates, and that children with autism are as diverse as
their peers?

get a good picture of children’s strengths and areas of need both inside and outside the setting?
make time in your staff team to discuss children’s levels of development?

make time to talk to parents - including fathers — and value what they tell you?

think about how you can use children’s particular interests to develop skills in their areas of need?
use children’s strengths as the starting point for planning?

appreciate that children’s behaviour always happens for a reason and has a purpose?

take positive steps to ensure children’s safety and well-being?
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How well do you as a SENCO...

understand the particular needs of children with autism and how they can best be helped?
know who to contact in your locality for extra help and advice about autism?

keep an up-to-date list of key contacts within the local area, such as speech and language therapists,
specialist teachers and so on?

know where to access culturally and linguistically appropriate materials and practical help for
children and families from minority ethnic backgrounds?

listen to the advice of visiting professionals and include it in your day-to-day practice?

support other members of the team in understanding how autism impacts upon children’s
development?

support staff in planning and implementing strategies for working with children with autism?

How well do you as a leader or manager...

have a thorough knowledge of this area yourself?

ensure that the training and development plans for the setting include a requirement that all
practitioners access training and development on autism at a level appropriate to their professional
needs and the needs of the setting?

encourage and welcome other professionals and agencies into the setting?

ensure that staff working with children with autism are appropriately supported both within the
setting and by external professionals?

plan regular opportunities for practitioners to discuss children’s levels of development and to plan
support for children?

review children’s progress, including an analysis of the EYFS Profile results, reflect on that progress,
and support practitioners in implementing necessary changes in the setting and in their own
practice?
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Positive Relationships

EYFS Principle

Children learn to be strong and independent from a base of loving and secure relationships with parents
and/or a key person.

Commitments

2.1 Respecting Each Other: Every interaction is based on caring professional relationships and respectful
acknowledgement of the feelings of children and their families.

2.2 Parents as Partners: Parents are children’s first and most enduring educators. When parents and
practitioners work together in early years settings, the results have a positive impact on children’s
development and learning.

2.3 Supporting Learning: Warm, trusting relationships with knowledgeable adults support children’s
learning more effectively than any amount of resources.

2.4 Key Person: A key person has special responsibilities for working with a small number of children,
giving them the reassurance to feel safe and cared for and building relationships with their parents.

Parents as Partners

As soon as you know that a child with autism is going to join your setting you should start to build a
positive relationship with their parents. The child’s entry into the setting needs to be carefully planned
in partnership with parents, whether the transition is from home or from another setting the child has
been attending. Ideally, you should arrange to meet with parents on a number of occasions before the
child starts in the setting, either through home visits, meetings in the setting, or both.

Although it is likely that parents will have noticed some time ago that their child was experiencing

some difficulties, they may have only recently found out for certain that their child has autism. Parents’
reaction to a diagnosis will vary, but common feelings include shock, anxiety and confusion. As
practitioners, we can never know how a parent is feeling, so it is important not to make comments such
as 'l know how you feel’. Your main focus should be on the child’s strengths and positive aspects of their
development, while at the same time acknowledging parents’ feelings and not brushing aside any fears,
anxieties or feelings of loss. You should reassure parents that you will put plans in place to address the
identified areas of
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Parents will need to feel assured that setting staff recognise their child’s needs and are committed to
meeting them, and to ensuring that their child’s time in the setting is safe and happy. Practitioners
should be positive about the child coming to the setting, but need not feel that they have to appear

to be ‘experts’ in autism. Parents will have made a positive choice for their child to attend your setting,
and by far the best way to reassure them that they have made the right choice is to communicate to
them that their child is welcome, and that you are looking forward to working with them. You should

be honest about your experience in working with children with autism and about the training you have
had or are planning to attend. Tell parents, for example, that you have worked through this IDP resource
on autism. If you have not worked with a child with autism before, it is fine to say so if asked, but it is
important that you are confident in your own abilities and make it clear to parents that you will continue
to develop your knowledge and skills in this area.

Practitioners should tell parents about other sources of support that will be available to them and their
child in the setting, including that from visiting professionals such as an area SENCO, specialist teacher or
a speech and language therapist. However, it is important not to raise parents’ expectations about levels
of one-to-one support their child will receive. In all likelihood, you will not have the resources to offer
high levels of individual support, nor is it necessarily desirable for the child to receive this.
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A practitioner asks:

The Dad of a child with autism in my setting says that his son behaves much more like a typical child at
home than in nursery. Do you think it is just wishful thinking, and what should | say to him?

The EYFS makes clear that relationships with parents should be respectful, and as a practitioner, you
should always assume that what parents are telling you is correct unless there is firm evidence to the
contrary. A relationship involving mistrust can never be a positive one.

You may feel defensive upon hearing the above comment, or perhaps doubt your practice, and such
feelings are understandable. However, it is often the case that children behave differently at home
from the way they behave in their setting, and this does not mean that you are doing something
wrong.

A positive way forward would be to ask the child’s father to give you examples of how the child
behaves differently at home. Together, you can explore these differences and think about what
might be leading to them. Many children with autism can find a busy early years setting confusing
and overwhelming, as it is very different from a quiet family home and over-stimulation might well
lead to children showing more of the behaviours associated with autism. This conversation with the
child’s parent provides a useful opportunity to share strategies and it may be that Dad is able to give
you some ideas of how the family successfully minimises and avoids potentially difficult times. You
may be able to use these strategies in your setting to support the child’s learning and development.
It would also be a good idea to talk to Dad (without being defensive) about how most children
behave differently at home and in their setting, reassuring him that this is not a problem, but at

the same time seeking to deepen your understanding of the child, their autism and their home
environment, while reflecting on your own practice.

It is particularly important to stress to parents that they are the ‘experts’ on their child, and that you
want to learn from them about their child’s likes and dislikes, strengths and areas of need, and what
strategies they use to address any difficulties. In turn, parents will be keen to hear about how your
setting operates, what activities their child will be doing, and how they can support you in your work
with their child. This two-way dialogue and sharing of information, ideas and skills will form a strong
basis for a lasting positive relationship between home and setting.

Supporting positive relationships between children
with autism and other children

You as a practitioner have a vital role to play in supporting the development of positive relationships
between a child with autism and their peers. If possible, it is usually a good idea to prepare the other
children in the group for the arrival of the child with autism. Of course, you may not have much time to
do this if all the children are new to your setting, but hopefully children’s entry is staggered over a period
of time and, in this case, you might wish to arrange starting dates so that the child with autism comes

in after you have had the chance to prepare the other children. Alternatively, in certain circumstances it
may be better for the child with autism to start towards the beginning of the admission period, so they
have a chance to get to know the practitioners and get used to the setting environment before it is filled
with other children. Either way, if entry is staggered, this should be over quite a short period of time - it
is not good practice for children to be waiting for months to start in their setting. Any adjustment to
admission arrangements needs to be agreed with parents bearing in mind that, for some parents, a
deferred start might cause unnecessary stress and practical difficulties, such as arranging additional
childcare if parents work. Obviously, it is very important that you have permission from the parents of
the child with autism before you talk to other children about them.

Preparing other children for the arrival of the child with autism should be done informally, without
making ‘a big deal’ out of the child’s difficulties. It is a good idea to start with a discussion about the
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uniqueness of each of the children in the setting. Next, it would be good to read the children a story
about a child with autism, and then go on to say something like ‘Next week, a new boy will be starting in
our group. He's a bit like the boy in the story we've just listened to and he finds the same things difficult.’
You might then outline some of the child’s particular needs, using simple language that the group can
understand. Then, suggest how the other children might react when faced with a particular situation.
For example, you might say, ‘Jamal gets a bit upset when other children get too close to him. If you're
playing next to him and he moves away, it’s best not to keep following him, because this might make
him cross or a bit frightened.' To end the preparation session, sensitively answer some of the questions
that the children will inevitably have. It is important to finish such a session on a positive note, talking
about some of the child’s strengths and interests, saying, for example, ‘Jamal knows ever such a lot about
dinosaurs!" and hopefully inspiring the group to look forward to his arrival.

Once a child is attending the setting, it is important for the adults to monitor sensitively how they are
getting on with the other children, taking action as necessary to try to prevent difficulties before they
arise. If, for example, the practitioner notices that other children are getting too close to the child with
autism and making them anxious, the practitioner should remind the other children how this makes
the child feel, and ask them to give the child some space. As the child becomes more able to deal with
other children nearby, the practitioner can encourage other children to play alongside them, or to
interact with the child if they are happy for this to happen. The practitioner has an important role to
play in supporting any interaction as necessary, and modelling good communicative behaviours such
as turn-taking and responding appropriately to what the other child is saying. However, if the child is
coping well with the exchange and initiating some communication (and remember to watch out for any
communication, such as eye contact, and not just speech), then the practitioner may want to step back
at times, and allow the children to interact without being inhibited by an adult joining in.
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A practitioner asks:
I've heard that children with autism can’t make friends. Is this true?

In this, as in any other area, children with autism vary greatly, and we need to be wary of speaking
about them as if they are all the same. We know that children with autism have difficulties with social
interaction and social communication, but this does not mean that they are unable to make friends.
When a child with autism first starts in a setting, they may find it very difficult to interact with other
children to begin with, but this will depend upon the individual child, and how much experience
they have had of being around other children.

Developing friendships is a complex process which involves many stages. To begin with, for a child
with autism, these might include accepting another child being close to them; playing alongside
them and gradually becoming involved in shared activities; turn-taking; joint attention and
enjoyment of their company. The child with autism may need additional support with any or all of
these things.

‘Being a friend’ is a complex idea, but friendships can take many forms. In encouraging positive
relationships between children, ultimately, we should aim for mutual respect and for both parties

to benefit from the friendship. This is certainly achievable for children with autism. A particular

child might rarely make eye contact with their peers, or might continue to have great difficulty in
understanding the perspective of other children, but this does not mean that they cannot be a good
friend! Your support as a practitioner will be vital in helping them to develop and maintain positive
relationships. And remember, all children ‘fall out’ sometimes, and children with autism are no
different. They may need your support to manage disagreements in a positive way, particularly to
begin with.

Skilful practitioners will help the peers of a child with autism to understand the difficulties that this
child may have. As we know, even very young children are remarkably accepting of difference, and
some children may actively seek out the friendship of a child with autism.

For a child who is very uncomfortable about being close to others, we should respect this, and
not force them to play alongside their peers. Over time, most children will gradually become more
comfortable around others. It’s fine to be ‘a friend from a distance’ to begin with!

Inevitably, at times there will be disagreements between children. Adults need to deal with these
calmly and sensitively, remembering that the child with autism may find it very difficult to empathise
with others or understand their point of view, and that the child’s actions may result from this rather
than ‘naughtiness’. In such a situation, where for example the child with autism has hurt another
child, once the other child has been comforted, the practitioner needs to make clear to the child with
autism that such behaviour is not appropriate, and either explain why this is the case, or for less able
children, simply state the rule. The child may not understand to begin with, but over time will begin
to appreciate that certain behaviours are not acceptable, even if they continue to find it difficult to
empathise with the child who has been hurt.

The relationship between a child with autism and other children should be thought of as a mutually
beneficial one. The child with autism has positive role models in whom they can observe social
interactions, effective communication and imaginative play skills, and hopefully over time they will
imitate these behaviours and ultimately begin to use them in a more meaningful way, supported by
both peers and adults. For the other children, having a child with autism in their group helps them to
understand and appreciate that we are all different, and encourages acceptance of diversity, mutual
respect and an understanding that every child has a unique and positive contribution to make to

the setting.
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Supporting learning through positive relationships

The quality of the relationship a practitioner develops with a child with autism will influence every
aspect of that child’s development. This next section will tell you about some of the strategies you can
use to engage with the child and develop their learning through the positive relationship you have
established with them.

Eye contact

Generally speaking, as adults we consider it to be important to make eye contact with people when
communicating with them. We also tend to think that a child needs to be looking at us in order to pay
attention. Many children with autism are reluctant to make eye contact with others, while some may
use eye contact inappropriately. Understandably, many practitioners think that encouraging the child to
make eye contact should be a key target. However, for many children with autism, making and keeping
eye contact can make them feel uncomfortable and anxious. Some children may be able to make eye
contact when they are feeling relaxed, but completely unable to do so when they are in confusing,
complex or over-stimulating situations.

If, as practitioners, we have as a goal for children to make eye contact, we need to be very clear about
the purpose of this goal. It is not appropriate to expect children to make eye contact simply because
‘that’s what most people do’ or because ‘it’s rude not to look at someone when they're talking to you'.
Practitioners need to remember that a social concept such as ‘rudeness’ is very difficult for a child with
autism to grasp, and that they cannot assume that a child is being rude, defiant or inattentive simply
because they do not respond to a request to ‘look at me’. It is also very important to remember that just
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because a child is looking at your face it does not mean that they are paying good attention. Children
with autism have very real difficulties with reading more subtle body language, especially messages that
are conveyed with the eyes.

In expecting a child to ‘look at me’, the practitioner may be making it less likely that the child will pay
attention and take part in meaningful communication. Some children with autism have enormous
difficulty in attending to and coordinating information from two of their senses at the same time. For
example, a child may be able to listen to and remember everything an adult is saying if they are able
to look at the floor while the adult is speaking. However, if the adult insists that the child looks at them,
the child might not be able to take in what the adult is saying. In this situation, the practitioner needs
to decide which is the more important, for the child to make eye contact, or for the child to have a
conversation with them. In expecting children with autism to conform to our social expectations, we
may in fact be hindering their learning.

For the child who does make some eye contact and appears not to find this too difficult, it may be
possible to use strategies such as putting on a clown nose, or holding a small preferred toy in front

of your face, to encourage the child to increase the length of time they make eye contact. However,
practitioners should be aware that what they are probably doing here is simply getting the child to look
at their nose or the toy, rather than making true eye contact in order to communicate. If such strategies
are used, the practitioner should be absolutely sure that in encouraging eye contact, they are not
preventing the child from concentrating on what they are saying.

Entering the child’s world

Children with autism are often said to be ‘in a world of their own’. This expression refers to the lack of
awareness of their surroundings, and in particular of other people, that many autistic children appear to
have. As a practitioner, you will naturally want the child to share the world of the setting, to be able to
interact with adults and peers and make the most of the opportunities and experiences available in your
provision. However, in order to truly engage with the child to make this more likely, it helps if you are
able to see the world from the autistic child’s perspective so try to put yourself ‘in the child’s shoes’. This
will give you a valuable insight into the way they think and behave, and makes it far more likely that the
child in turn will engage with you and the world of the setting.

In order to ‘enter the child’s world’, you should follow the child’s lead, joining in with and imitating their
vocalisations and actions. It may be possible to do this right next to the child, or, if the child finds this too
uncomfortable, from a short distance. You should decide in advance which behaviours you will not copy,
such as screaming or throwing things. Some practitioners have found that copying exactly what the
child is doing (also known as ‘mirroring’), making exactly the same noises and actions as the child, has
led to the child ‘making a connection’ with them for the first time, with the child really paying attention
to what the adult is doing, and in some cases even making sustained eye contact.

To begin with, you may feel a bit silly copying the child’s noises and actions, particularly if these do not
appear to have any meaning. However, you should try to overcome these feelings and not worry about
how what you are doing might appear to others. Good mirroring requires time and patience. In copying
the child, you may even gain new insights into why they are doing a particular thing. For example, one
practitioner copied a child who often crouched in a particular spot in the outdoor play area and slowly
rocked backwards and forwards. This took a leap of faith on the part of the practitioner, as previously
she had considered this to be a random and meaningless act, a type of behaviour to be discouraged.
However, to her astonishment, she discovered that the child had positioned himself in the exact spot
where rays of light fell between two trees in the garden. As she rocked backwards and forwards,

she shared with the child the experience of seeing beautiful patterns of light appear and disappear.
Suddenly, she had ‘entered the child’s world" and his behaviour was no longer random, meaningless

or something to be discouraged. The practitioner was then able to extend the child’s interest in light
patterns by providing mirrors and kaleidoscopes for him to play with, and this developed into a mini
topic on light which was shared and enjoyed by all the children in the group.
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Once the practitioner has ‘entered the child’s world’, they can then move on from simply copying the child
to supporting what the child is doing, such as clapping in time to their actions, stopping when they stop.
Practitioners can also support the child by providing a running commentary on what they are doing, either
through speech or singing. This attaches meaning to the child’s actions and also provides a useful model of
appropriate language and vocabulary. You will see a video clip example of this in the DVD-ROM.

Working with the child’s particular interests

Many children with autism have a particular interest that may occupy a great deal of their time; common
interests include trains, cars and dinosaurs, or simply an item such as a pen or box lid, that would

not traditionally be thought of as interesting. These particular interests are sometimes described as
‘obsessions’. However, the use of this rather negative word is not helpful, and it is better to think of the
child’s particular interest as a way into extending their learning.

For example, you may have a child who is particularly interested in dinosaurs, but who is reluctant to
engage in any ‘messy activities’ such as cooking or using clay or dough. To encourage the child to be
involved in such activities, you might decide to make dinosaur biscuits as a cooking activity, or to make
dinosaurs from play dough. In this way, the child’s particular interest can be used to encourage them to
extend their range of activities and to try things in which they had previously not wished to be involved.

The child’s particular interest can also be used as an incentive or reward to encourage them to
participate in an activity of your choice. For example, the practitioner could say, ‘If you sit down and do
this puzzle with me, we can go and find the big box of dinosaurs afterwards.’ For the child with less well-
developed language, it might be more appropriate simply to say, ‘First puzzle, then dinosaurs.’ If this
strategy is used, it is important that it is used positively as an incentive, rather than as a punishment. For
example, it would not be appropriate to say to the child, ‘If you don't do this puzzle with me, you can’t
play with the dinosaurs today.’ Remember that the communication you use as a practitioner is key to
helping the child develop positive relationships.
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Practitioners often worry that children are spending too much time focusing on their particular interest,
and not enough time on other things. However, the EYFS makes it clear that practitioners should take
children’s interests as a starting point for developing their learning. Where a child is engaged in a
repetitive activity such as lining up cars over and over again, which is often thought to be a less positive
activity, you should aim to extend the activity, perhaps by encouraging the child to sort the cars by
colour, shape or size, or to make a garage for the cars. It is important that any adult-led activity has a
meaningful context, for example, sorting the cars by size so that they can fit into different-sized garages,
or by colour so that a ‘customer’ who wants to buy a blue car from the car showroom can see which ones
they have to choose from.

Where a child has a favoured activity that involves an adult, such as the practitioner blowing bubbles
and the child bursting them, the adult should make the most of any opportunity for two-way
communication. For example, the adult might blow some bubbles, and then stop, looking at the child
expectantly, perhaps saying, ‘More?’ It is important to give the child plenty of time to respond, and any
form of response - verbal or non-verbal - that indicates that the child wants the activity to be repeated
should be acknowledged and acted upon. For children who are verbal, the adult might say, ‘Ready,
steady...” and encourage the child to say, ‘Go!" in order for the bubbles to be blown. Where the child
shows an interest in blowing the bubbles for themself, this would be a useful opportunity to work on
turn-taking.

You will find out more about working with the child’s particular interests in the Learning and
Development section of this handbook and in the accompanying DVD-ROM.

Accepting the child for who they are

Hopefully, this section of the handbook will have made you think about how you as a practitioner

can develop a positive relationship with a child with autism, and how positive relationships can be
established with parents and between peers. Part of this process involves a growing realisation that
autism is a lifelong condition which will continue to affect the child throughout their life. Practitioners
will clearly want to encourage the child to conform to the rules of the setting, and to ‘fit in’ as much as
possible. However, alongside this there also needs to be recognition of the fact that the child with autism
may do some things differently, will have a different perspective on certain things, and will continue to
find some things difficult, unpleasant or challenging. Rather than trying to change the child, the skilful
practitioner will aim to fit their practice around the needs of the child, accepting the child for who they
are, addressing areas of need, but at the same time celebrating the child and their achievements. The
child’s autism needs to be accepted as something that is a part of them, rather than something to be
denied or ‘got rid of".
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A practitioner asks:

I know that children with autism find change difficult. Does this mean that the child’s key person should
be the only person who works with them?

It is true that children with autism tend to find change difficult, but this does not mean that the
child’s key person should be the only person who works with them. The key person is likely to be
the adult who provides the most support to the child, particularly in the early stages of building
relationships where the key person will aim to make the child feel safe and cared for, and will
establish a positive relationship with parents. However, it is neither realistic nor desirable for the key
person to be the sole source of support to the child or to spend all their time with them. As children
with autism become more confident in their setting and able to interact with others, different adults
should spend an increasing amount of time with them, taking the lead from the child and giving
them space as necessary.

Staff should be flexible when allocating key people to children, as the child will not necessarily
develop the closest relationship with their allocated key person. Where a child forms a close
relationship with a particular practitioner, it will generally make sense for that practitioner to become
the child’s key person, even if they were not originally the allocated key person. Remember, the
practice should fit around the needs of the child, rather than the child being expected to fit into the
routines and practice of the setting.

It may be that in some cases a child has an allocated teaching assistant (TA). In such cases, the above
principle also applies — the assistant should not be the only person working with the child, and the
aim of the support provided is ultimately to increase independence, not to be constantly by the
child’s side. However, where an allocated TA is ill or on leave, an existing member of staff who is
familiar to the child should take their place. It would not be good practice to use an unfamiliar adult
(for example, from an agency) as a replacement TA for a child with autism, as the child is likely to find
this degree of unexpected change difficult to deal with.
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Reflecting on practice

Refer to the Reflecting on practice section on the Principles into Practice cards for Positive Relationships
(2.1-2.4) and the Effective practice guidance on the EYFS CD-ROM, and consider these in relation to
children with autism.

How well do you as a practitioner...

e work in partnership with parents to build a positive and mutually supportive relationship?
e prepare for the child’s entry into your setting?

e acknowledge parents’ feelings around their child’s diagnosis?

e inform parents of all sources of support available to them and their child?

e use information from parents about their child to improve your knowledge of the child and your
practice?

® support positive relationships between children with autism and their peers?

e prepare other children for the child’s arrival in your setting?

e make an informed choice about whether to encourage the child to make eye contact?
e try to think about the world from the child’s perspective?

e follow the child’s lead in order to encourage interaction with them?

e work with the child’s particular interests to extend their learning?

e ensure that adult-led activities have a meaningful context?

® make the most of any opportunities for two-way communication with the child?

® accept the child for who they are?

How well do you as a SENCO...

e work with practitioners and parents to coordinate a consistent approach to a child’s learning at
home and in the setting, and where necessary between settings?

e establish positive relationships with other agencies and visiting professionals?

How well do you as a leader or manager...
e reflect on and review the setting’s relationship with parents, taking into account parents’ feedback?

e ensure that there is an effective two-way communication system between practitioners and
parents?

e ensure that staffing arrangements are flexible to allow the child’s preferred adult to be their key
person?

e know where parents can go in their local area to attend support groups or courses on autism, and
share this information with parents?

e make links with other settings, and share information about children who attend more than one
setting?

e ensure that systems are in place to enable practitioners to reflect on and develop their skills
and practice in relation to working with children with autism — for example, training plans, peer
observation, feedback from senior staff?

e provide time and support for the SENCO to carry out their role?
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Enabling Environments

EYFS Principle

The environment plays a key role in supporting and extending children’s development and learning.

Commitments

3.1 Observation, Assessment and Planning: Babies and children are individuals first, each with a unique
profile of abilities. Schedules and routines should flow with the child’s needs. All planning starts with
observing children in order to understand and consider their current interests, development and
learning.

3.2 Supporting Every Child: The environment supports every child’s learning through planned
experiences and activities that are challenging but achievable.

3.3 The Learning Environment: A rich and varied environment supports children’s learning and
development. It gives them the confidence to explore and learn in secure and safe, yet challenging,
indoor and outdoor spaces.

3.4 The Wider Context: Working in partnership with other settings, other professionals and with
individuals and groups in the community supports children’s development and progress towards the
outcomes of Every Child Matters: being healthy, staying safe, enjoying and achieving, making a positive
contribution, and achieving economic well-being.

Observation, assessment and planning

In high-quality, effective settings, practitioners observe and assess children regularly as part of the day-
to-day practice. They use their observations and assessments to identify children’s interests, identify next
steps in learning, and plan exciting and motivating experiences for each child. As part of this process,
practitioners should be systematically observing and assessing all areas of the child’s development,

and planning to meet their individual needs. A child with autism might not be excited or motivated by
experiences that the majority of children enjoy. This makes careful observation and assessment all the
more important, as it will be vital for the practitioner to provide appropriate experiences that the child

is able to engage with, which build upon the child’s current level of development and address areas of
particular need. All routines and schedules should flow with the needs of the child rather than being
based upon what is most convenient for the adults in the setting.

Use the knowledge and information that you gained from the A Unique Child section of this handbook
and the DVD-ROM to help inform your assessment of the child with autism.

Supporting every child

A well-planned environment will support every child’s learning, regardless of their needs. It is important
that the environment is adapted to meet individual needs and that planned experiences and activities
are challenging but achievable. The next section describes how the learning environment can best be
arranged to meet the needs of a child with autism. However, it should be remembered that such an
environment will also support the learning of other children in the setting.
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The learning environment

Practitioners need to reflect on the environment that they are providing and consider how it impacts
on children’s learning. Think about both the positive aspects of the environment, which are supporting
the child with autism, and also about any negative aspects of the current environment which may be
hindering the child’s learning and which need adapting to better meet the unique needs of the child.

When thinking about the environment, you should consider:
e the physical environment, both indoors and outdoors;
e the emotional environment, or conditions for learning;

e the wider environment - the contribution of other professionals to children’s learning.

The physical environment: indoors and outdoors

In the Positive Relationships section of this handbook we talked about ‘entering the child’s world’

and seeing things from their perspective. This also applies to thinking about the setting’s physical
environment from the child’s point of view, and considering how you can make it as ‘autism friendly’ as
possible. The following points will help you, and can be adapted as necessary to meet the needs of the
children in your setting.

Visual support materials

A busy setting can be a confusing place for any child, but particularly for children with autism. Visual
support materials such as concrete objects, photographs, pictures and symbols can often support the
child’s learning. However, it is important to use the right visual support material to suit the child’s level
of understanding. For example, many young children will not make the connection between a symbol
and what it is intended to represent and they are more likely to recognise photographs, at least initially.
A speech and language therapist, area SENCO or specialist teacher can help you to decide which forms
of visual support are likely to be most effective for a particular child. Real objects are often used to
prepare children for what is coming next — for example, a fork might be used to indicate to the child that
it is nearly lunchtime, objects used in this way are sometimes referred to as ‘objects of reference’. tems
such as sand timers can also be useful to help the child to understand how much time is left before the
next thing happens, such as tidy-up time, or the next child’s turn on the computer or a bike. Preparing a
child for change in this way will often help to reduce frustration or anxiety. More information about the
appropriate use of visual support systems can be found on the DVD-ROM.
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A practitioner asks:

A speech and language therapist has suggested that we use a visual timetable with a child with autism in
our setting? What is this, and how does it work?

A visual timetable is a useful resource to help a child understand a sequence of steps or the order in
which activities will be taking place. For young children, a visual timetable is usually very simple: you
would put photos or symbols that represent an activity, or part of a task, in order so that the child
can see what will happen first, next and so on. Include a word below the picture - that way anyone
who uses the timetable with the child will use the same word to avoid confusion. In some settings
visual timetables are pinned up on a board in the same place every day, in others the child keeps it
with them at all times. You could try using Velcro® to create a timetable that is easy to change, and
remember to keep it short and simple.

The speech and language therapist who has suggested using a visual timetable will be able to tell
you more, and can help you to decide whether symbols or photos would work best for a particular
child. Visiting professionals such as area SENCOs should also be able to give you advice and support
in using a visual timetable with a child with autism.

Noise levels

Some children with autism can be very sensitive to loud noises, or even certain noises that are not loud,
such as a flushing toilet. The child will often cover their ears when there is a loud noise, and will have

a pained expression. However, recent studies suggest that where children with autism are particularly
sensitive to loud noises, this is due to fear rather than pain. We don't yet know why they are afraid of
loud noises, but the child’s fearful response to loud or disliked noises can often be decreased if they are
gently exposed to the loud noise while feeling safe. This process is often referred to as ‘desensitisation’.
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You can read more about this in the following ‘A practitioner asks'.

A practitioner asks:

A child with autism in my Reception class gets very distressed whenever there’s any loud noise, such as a
banging drum or a child shouting. What should | do?

It is neither realistic nor desirable to stop all loud noises in a setting. However, practitioners can
remind other children that loud noises upset the child with autism, and perhaps have a rule that, in
general, loud noises should be limited to a particular area such as the music corner or outdoor area.
It is a good idea to discuss with parents the strategies they use if there is a sudden loud noise that
cannot be prepared for and the child becomes very distressed.

Where practitioners know that there is going to be a loud noise, for example diggers working on the
road outside, prepare the child by warning them that this is going to take place, explaining what will
happen and the reason why. It may also be a good idea to make a recording of the noise of diggers,
and play it back to the child at reduced volume so that they know what it will sound like. When the
child is feeling relaxed and safe, recordings of noises that usually distress them can be played back to
them, very quietly at first, and then at increasing volume, monitoring the child’s response carefully
to ensure that they do not get distressed. This could even be made into a game, where the child is

in charge of the volume control and the adult has to guess how loud they will make the noise. Over
time, most children with autism will learn to cope better with loud noises, even if they continue to
dislike them.

It is recommended that practitioners seek advice from other professionals before using a
desensitisation programme.
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Visual distractions

In the same way that some children with autism dislike loud noises, some can become over-stimulated
if there are lots of visual distractions in the setting. This is known as ‘hypersensitivity’, and children with
autism can be hypersensitive to sounds, visual stimuli, smells, tastes, touch or any combination of these.
If there are lots of visual distractions in a setting, or simply ‘too much to look at’, the child can become
disorientated and not know what to focus on. Alternatively, they may simply focus on one small thing
such as a raindrop on a window pane and become oblivious to everything else in the room. Find out
more about visual distractions by reading the following ‘A practitioner asks'.

A practitioner asks:

I've heard that you shouldn’t have any pictures or displays on the walls in your setting if you have a child
with autism. Is this true?

Many children with autism are easily distracted by visual stimuli, and can become over-stimulated if
there are lots of things on the walls or hanging from the ceiling. For this reason, it is a good idea to
have an area of your setting where the walls are not filled with busy displays, away from doors and
windows and other visual distractions. This area should also be as quiet as possible, so that the child
is not distracted by noise. You may wish to separate this area from the rest of the setting with screens
or room dividers.

This ‘calm area’ can be used by any of the children to retreat to if they are feeling overwhelmed by
the hustle and bustle of the setting, and can also be used for individual or small-group activities that
are led by an adult, where the child needs to focus on the activity in hand and what is being said by
the adult.

It is not realistic to expect that the whole of the setting should have bare walls with no displays

- think how uninteresting this would look, with no opportunity to celebrate children’s work or
stimulate their learning through exciting displays. As long as there is one area of the setting where
the walls are kept relatively bare, it is important to make the rest of the setting as attractive and
interesting as possible.

Lighting

Many settings are lit with overhead fluorescent lights and some children with autism are particularly
sensitive to this type of lighting. This is because it appears to be constantly flickering to them, causing
them distress or discomfort, or leading to an increase in repetitive behaviours. If this is the case for a
child in your setting, you should plan to replace fluorescent lighting with soft, non-flickering lighting.
If this is not possible, you should aim to minimise use of fluorescent lights — if it is a bright day, consider
whether the lights really need to be on. Other tips include replacing the existing fluorescent bulbs with
new ones, which flicker less, or placing a lamp with an ordinary, incandescent light bulb near to where
the child is playing, out of children’s reach.

Giving the child space

Children with autism should have a quiet area to which they can retreat when they are feeling anxious,
distressed or overwhelmed. This should have comfortable seating and will be appreciated by all children,
not just the child with autism.

Practitioners should be aware that the child may find it very difficult to join in with all the activities

on offer, and can easily become tired or overwhelmed by having to sit among a group of children for
any length of time. For this reason, practitioners need to be flexible and adjust their expectations as
necessary to meet the needs of the child. For example, it might be appropriate for the child with autism
to join in for the last five minutes of story or circle time. This provides an opportunity for a member of
staff to introduce the group activity on an individual basis — for example, sharing the book with the child
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- and then joining the whole group for the end of the story. At times, it might be more appropriate for
a child to join in with the beginning of a group session and then to do a quiet activity with an adult in
another area of the setting. Be aware, however, that this might encourage the child to get into the habit
of leaving activities part-way through. Over time, the child should be able to spend longer in the group
and may eventually be able to manage a whole-group session.

As children with autism tend to prefer their own company, practitioners should aim to increase their
social interactions both with adults and peers. This is an important goal, but alongside this the child
should also have opportunities to spend some time alone each day if this is what they want to do. We all
need some time to ourselves!

Clearly defined areas

To make a setting less confusing and more predictable, it is a good idea to have clearly defined areas for
different activities. For example, you may use different coloured tables for different activities, or label
areas with words and photographs of what they are used for. Practitioners should avoid changing areas
around, as this is likely to be confusing or distressing for the child with autism.

Many children with autism feel more secure if they know exactly where they will sit. Consider giving
children their own cushion or a carpet tile marked with their name for carpet sessions. By doing this

for all children you can avoid singling out the child with autism. Where children attend a setting for a
full day, you might prefer them to be able to choose where they sit for lunch, rather than having fixed
places. Be sensitive to the needs of the child with autism, however, who may prefer to sit in the same
place each day, and may even find it difficult if the children sitting next to them change from day to day.
If children do not have fixed places, they can at least be given their own place mats, with their names or
photographs, and then it is clear where each will sit, even if this is not in the same spot each day.

Keeping things the same

As you will know by now, most children with autism find any kind of change difficult. Strategies such
as using a visual timetable and having clearly defined areas will help children to feel more secure. In
addition to this, practitioners should aim for the structure of the day to be as consistent as possible, so
the child has a good idea of what will happen and when.

When something new is going to happen, the child should be prepared for this, by the adult warning
the child what will happen, when it will happen, and why. Using a home-made book with photographs
about the new event will be helpful in preparing the child for a new event, such as a visit from the
community dentist. On a visual timetable, you might use a certain symbol to indicate ‘surprise’ or
‘something different’.

At times, changes may be unexpected, such as a member of staff being absent due to illness, and supply
staff being used to replace them. Where this is the case, care should be taken to minimise distress to

the child, through, for example, another member of staff who is familiar to the child taking the main
responsibility for their care if the child’s key worker is absent. Practitioners should think about all the
unexpected events and changes that might potentially happen in their setting, and think in advance
about how these will be managed to minimise anxiety or distress in the child with autism. Parents also
have an important role to play in discussing changes with their child and preparing them for new events
in the setting.

Keeping children safe

Children with autism tend to have little awareness of danger, and may not appreciate that things such
as electricity, jumping from a height or moving cars are dangerous. Some children with autism may be
particularly interested in climbing or locks and, in such cases, practitioners will need to be particularly
attentive. Before a child with autism starts in your setting, you should carry out a risk assessment of
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their physical environment, considering each area in turn and thinking about the potential dangers.
Remember that parents are the experts on their child and know the risks better than anyone. They are
experienced in scanning new environments and spotting potential pitfalls for their child, so invite them
to help you do this in your setting.

Of course, risk can never be completely eliminated, and it is important that children are able to take
some risks in their play. Equally, all children need to be protected from significant harm, and for the
child with autism particular care needs to be taken. Even though children with autism will find it difficult
to understand, practitioners should nonetheless explain why certain activities and behaviours are
dangerous. Careful supervision by practitioners is obviously an important part of keeping children safe,
but this does not mean that they should be constantly by children’s sides.

In carrying out a risk assessment, practitioners should consider the following.

e What equipment is potentially dangerous (such as scissors, tools), where are these things kept, and
how is children’s use of them supervised?

e s the furniture in the setting safe? For example, are there sharp edges on tables or unstable pieces of
furniture that could topple over if climbed on or pulled?

e Are there safety surfaces under climbing equipment, and also other outdoor equipment that the
child may climb on?

e Are doors, windows and the perimeter fence of the outdoor area secure?
® Are there any things in the setting that are toxic if put in the mouth?

e Does the child with autism have any known food allergies? If so, it should be explained to all
parents that these things are not allowed into the setting, as it is not realistic to expect the child to
understand that they must not eat them.

In addition to risks in the physical environment, at times some children may also self-harm. This is not
necessarily intentional, but is nonetheless distressing for the practitioner to witness. In the same way
that some children with autism are over-sensitive (hypersensitive) to certain sensory stimuli, other
children may be under-sensitive to sensory stimuli. Children who are under-sensitive may, for example,
flick a light switch on and off repeatedly to stimulate their vision. Under-sensitivity may also lead to
self-harming behaviours such as bumping into things or head banging for stimulation. In cases such as
these, where the child is at risk of harm, the practitioner should aim to distract the child’s attention away
from the self-stimulating behaviour and refocus them on a more positive activity. Advice may need to be
sought from other professionals.

The emotional environment: conditions for learning

The emotional environment that you create for children in your setting is just as important as the
physical environment. It is vital that all children - especially those with autism - feel comfortable,
confident, secure and welcome in your setting and that they have a sense of belonging and well-being.
They need the support of adults who are sensitive to their needs and understand how important
children’s well-being is to their learning. To begin with, a child with autism is likely to need adult
support in order to feel comfortable and secure in your setting, but the way in which the practitioner
provides that support may well be different to how it would be provided for a typically developing child.
Comforting a distressed child, for example, might take the form of giving them a cherished object rather
than the cuddle that most other children would appreciate.

It is important to provide an environment that supports the building of relationships, as described in

the Positive Relationships section of this handbook. Although children with autism find establishing
relationships difficult, it is important that their social development is promoted and extended in order to
meet their emotional needs and prepare them for life both within and beyond the setting.
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Ideas for enhancing the emotional environment of a setting are found throughout this handbook, but include:

e developing positive relationships through explicit teaching of how to play with other children and
modelling of interaction;

e making sure that the child with autism has understood instructions, knows what they are supposed
to do, and has support as necessary to do it;

e being aware of potential difficulties, such as toileting, and working with parents to address these.
For example, the child may use places other than the toilet, not realising that this is inappropriate.
The child is not being ‘naughty’ and rather than making them feel that they have done something
wrong, the practitioner should establish a routine, for example taking the child to the toilet or potty
shortly after every drink or meal, and praising them when they use the toilet;

e anticipating and identifying situations that are likely to cause confusion, frustration or upset before
they arise, and taking appropriate action - for example, noticing that a peer is starting to annoy
the child with autism by following them around, and sensitively redirecting the other child to a
different activity.

You can download a set of training materials for early years practitioners, called Personal, social and
emotional development, from www.surestart.gov.uk

Social and Emotional Aspects of Development (SEAD) is another resource for early years practitioners
which will support practice in this area. This is available from www.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/
nationalstrategies, search by reference 00707-2008BKT-EN.

When referring to other publications and resources which focus on promoting children’s emotional
development, practitioners should appreciate that most of these will have been written with typically
developing children in mind, and ideas and activities may need to be adapted to make them more
appropriate for the child with autism. You can get advice on how to adapt existing materials from your
SENCO, area SENCO or other professionals who may be working with a child.

The wider environment: working with other professionals

All practitioners working with young children work in a ‘team’. If you are a childminder, the team

may consist of just you and the parents; other practitioners working in settings will have much larger
teams. All teams need to work closely together. They need to develop good professional relationships,
respecting each other, implementing the setting’s policies, sharing information about children, planning
learning opportunities and reflecting on their practice.

All practitioners are responsible for ensuring that children’s individual needs are met, and in early years
settings, the SENCO is the member of the team who has responsibility for coordinating the setting’s
approach to children with identified additional needs. The SENCO is also the member of the team who
will coordinate links with professionals from outside the setting. Every Child Matters: Change for children
(DfES, 2004) reminds us of how important it is for every setting to work with outside professionals.
Collaborative working is essential if we are to meet the needs of all children. Depending on the needs of
the child, services may be coordinated through the Common Assessment Framework (CAF) or the Early
Support Programme. Either of these might be used with a child with autism, particularly where there are
also identified needs in addition to those associated with autism.

The Common Assessment Framework (CAF)

The Common Assessment Framework provides an effective way of identifying children’s additional
needs early, and aims to improve partnership between agencies. All LAs are now using the CAF, visit
www.everychildmatters.gov.uk for more information. A link to the practitioner guide is also included in
the EYFS CD-ROM (A Unique Child - 1.2).
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Inclusion Development Programme

Early Support

Early Support is the Government programme for achieving well-coordinated family-focused services
for very young disabled children and their families. It improves multi-agency service delivery to families
with young disabled children or emerging special educational needs. It is relevant to anyone who works
with young children and their families and particularly useful when families are in contact with many
different professionals supporting their child.

Early Support provides a range of materials to help professionals working with families to coordinate
their activity better and to work in partnership with parents. There are also information booklets for
parents, the materials are supported by a training programme and all materials are available free of
charge. To find out more, or to order materials, visit www.earlysupport.org.uk

In a setting, your first point of contact for advice and support in meeting the needs of a child with autism
is likely to be the setting’s SENCO. However, it is likely that other professionals from outside the setting
will also be involved with the child. Professionals from the LA who may be involved include EYATs and
area SENCOs, who can offer advice and support in meeting children’s needs and facilitate links with
other agencies.

Health professionals who may be involved include speech and language therapists and occupational
therapists. Speech and language therapists work with children with autism and their families and
practitioners to develop communication and play skills. Occupational therapists use a wide range of
techniques and strategies to help the child with autism to learn daily tasks such as getting dressed, using
the toilet and completing activities in the setting. Increasingly, these professionals will work with a child
in their setting, and should work in partnership with setting staff and parents to meet the child’s needs,
explaining to staff how they can support the therapy programme. Clearly, it is important that time is
made available for communication between visiting professionals and setting staff.

If a child is undergoing assessment with a view to formal diagnosis of autism, it is likely that a multi-
agency team will also be involved, and this team will probably review the child’s progress periodically
following diagnosis.

Generally speaking, for children who are diagnosed with autism prior to starting in a setting, these
professionals will already be working with the child, and it should not be necessary for setting staff to
make a referral. However, practitioners can ask about additional sources of support from the LA and
other agencies via their SENCO. In cases where children’s needs become apparent after starting in the
setting, it may be appropriate for practitioners to refer to other professionals, having discussed and
agreed this with parents.
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Transitions between settings

The transition from one setting to the next, for example from a childminder, pre-school or day nursery
to a Reception class is a significant event in children’s and families’ lives. The EYFS CD-ROM gives
practitioners a great deal of guidance on how these transitions can be made as easy as possible, with
minimal disruption to children’s learning journeys (see Enabling Environments - 3.4).

For children with autism transferring from one setting to the next, you should take into account the
following points when planning transition.

e Transition is a process rather than a single event and planning for transition should begin as soon as
it is known which setting the child will be transferring to. As children with autism tend to find any
degree of change difficult, a change as significant as moving from one setting to another will require
very careful planning and management.

e Ideally, a transition planning meeting should be held, where everyone who has been working with
the child has an opportunity to meet together (either in the existing setting or the receiving setting)
to share information and clarify everyone’s role in supporting the period of transition and how
people can best work together to make the transition as smooth as possible. If they cannot attend
in person, it is vital that they are given the opportunity to contribute to transition planning, perhaps
through providing written information or telephone contact.

e The child should have opportunities to visit the new setting prior to starting there, ideally with both
parents and a member of staff from the child’s current setting. While visiting it is a good idea to
take photographs of the new setting — for example, different rooms and areas within the setting,
different activities and equipment and members of staff. These photographs can then be used to
make a book about the new setting to help to prepare the child for their start there. It is important
that the receiving setting considers how it will adapt its current routines

e Akey person in the new setting should be identified for the child with autism before their entry,
and that person should be given time to prepare for the child’s start in the setting. If possible, the
key person in the receiving setting should visit and spend some time with the child in their current
setting. Such visits would also provide an opportunity for staff from the current setting to share
information and records with the child’s new key person.

The following two valuable resources about transitions are available.
Seamless Transitions — Supporting continuity in young children’s learning (DfES

0267-2006PCK-EN), aimed at all practitioners, is available from dcsf@prolog.uk.com and can also be
downloaded from www.teachernet.gov.uk/publications

eOrderingDownload/0267_2006_DCL_EN_web_book_edition.pdf.

Continuing the Learning Journey for practitioners in schools, can be downloaded from www.naa.org.uk/
naa_17856.aspx

© Crown copyright 2009 00040-2009BKT-EN



40 The National Strategies | Early Years

Reflecting on practice

Refer to the Reflecting on practice section on the Principles into Practice cards for Enabling
Environments (3.1-3.4) and the Effective practice guidance on the EYFS CD-ROM, and consider these in
relation to children with autism.

How well do you as a practitioner...
e observe and assess the child’s progress, taking into account the impact of autism?
® use appropriate visual support materials to support the child’s learning?

® manage noise levels to minimise distress, while at the same time aiming to desensitise the child with
autism to loud noises?

e consider possible visual distractions and address these as necessary?
e ensure that lighting in the setting does not cause distress or discomfort to the child with autism?

e ensure that the child with autism is given personal space where needed, and explain to other
children why this is important?

e create clearly defined areas to help the children to know what happens where?

® try to keep the structure and routines of the day the same, while at the same time sensitively
introducing new activities and experiences as appropriate?

e assess potential risk within your setting, balancing the need to keep children safe with the need for
them to be able to take some risks in their play and learning?

e anticipate and identify potential difficulties, and take necessary action to minimise frustration?

e create an emotionally secure environment that helps children to feel comfortable, confident, secure
and welcome in your setting?

e work in partnership with other adults in your setting and with professionals from outside the
setting?

e understand the role and contribution of outside professionals who work with the child with autism?

e plan asmooth transition that enables the child to move between settings with minimal upset?

How well do you as a SENCO...

e advise and support staff in developing environments which promote children’s learning and well-
being?

e coordinate links with professionals from outside the setting?

How well do you as a leader or manager...
e identify and secure funding to make any necessary adaptations to the setting environment?
e ensure that your setting is as safe as possible for children with autism?

e ensure that your setting has an effective transition policy which is regularly reviewed?
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Learning and Development

EYFS Principle

Children develop and learn in different ways and at different rates and all areas of Learning and
Development are equally important and interconnected.

Commitments

4.1. Play and Exploration: Children’s play reflects their wide ranging and varied interests and
preoccupations. In their play children learn at their highest level. Play with peers is important for
children’s development.

4.2. Active Learning: Children learn best through physical and mental challenges. Active learning
involves other people, objects, ideas and events that engage and involve children for sustained periods.

4.3. Creativity and Critical Thinking: When children have opportunities to play with ideas in different
situations and with a variety of resources, they discover connections and come to new and better
understandings and ways of doing things. Adult support in this process enhances their ability to think
critically and ask questions.

4.4. Areas of Learning and Development: The EYFS is made up of six areas of Learning and Development.
All areas of Learning and Development are connected to one another and are equally important. All
areas of Learning and Development are underpinned by the Principles of the EYFS.

‘Teaching’ children to play and explore

For most children, play comes naturally and does not need to be explicitly taught. However, many
children with autism do not have well-developed play skills, and you as the practitioner have an
important role to play in helping them to develop and extend their play, particularly their imaginative

play.
The starting point for teaching play skills is to identify what interests the child, and to use this as a way

into engaging with them. To begin with, you might have to initiate most of the play, but over time most
children will start to initiate some play, given the right support from skilled practitioners.

Let’s take Jamal as an example:

Case study: Jamal

Jamal is a four-year-old boy who has autism and who has recently started to attend his local children’s

centre. Jamal has a special interest in dinosaurs, and will quite happily play with them all day. However,
his play is currently quite limited, and mainly consists of lining the dinosaurs up and naming them. His

play tends to be solitary, although Jamal will accept other children playing alongside him.

The practitioners in Jamal's setting agree that they would like to encourage him to play more
imaginatively with the dinosaurs, and also to begin to play with his peers. The children in Jamal's room
in the children’s centre have enjoyed listening to the story We're Going on a Bear Hunt, and Jamal himself
has shown some interest in this and likes to join in with all the actions. Jamal’s key person decides that
she would like to plan some activities around the topic ‘We're going on a dinosaur hunt’, to further
engage him. The group act out their own version of the story, and then make dinosaur costumes from
fabric and junk modelling materials.
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Over the following week, the children design and make a dinosaur cave, using sheets and large
cardboard boxes. Jamal is keen to take a lead in this activity, and interacts with his peers as he shares

his ideas for how the cave should look. Once the cave is completed, the children wear their dinosaur
costumes and act out the story, crawling through long grass, wading through a river, squelching through
mud, to end up in the dinosaur’s cave, which is reached by crawling on hands and knees through a
tunnel made from smaller cardboard boxes.

Later, supported by practitioners, the children make their own book We're going on a dinosaur hunt, and
Jamal takes photographs of the children wearing their costumes and acting out the story to illustrate the
book. Now, this book is the first thing that Jamal looks for when he arrives at the children’s centre every
morning. He still enjoys playing in the dinosaur cave, and calls other children by name to come and join
him in the cave. When playing with toy dinosaurs, he now uses them to act out the story, rather than
simply lining them up and saying their names.

On the next page you will see a child plan for Jamal which includes the above activities and shows how
his interest in dinosaurs has been taken as the starting point for planning exciting activities in each of
the areas of Learning and Development.

You will find more examples of child plans in the Learning and Development module of the
accompanying DVD-ROM, which, in the case studies, show how learning and development is supported
for four very different children with autism.

A practitioner asks:

A child with autism in my playgroup is obsessed by trains and talks about nothing else. All he wants to do
all day in the playgroup is play with the toy trains. I'm worried that he'll never learn anything else. How can
I make sure that he accesses a broad range of activities, as the EYFS says he should?

Although child plans focus on children’s special interests as the starting point for planning, as
suggested by the EYFS, this does not mean that children will not be encouraged to broaden their
interests. Looking at the example of Jamal, you will see that under ‘Knowledge and understanding of
the world’, Jamal will be encouraged to find out about animals that are closely related to dinosaurs,
in the hope that this will lead to a wider interest in animals. Jamal will also be taking part in group
sessions, which will focus on other areas besides dinosaurs.

Practitioners should not worry about encouraging children’s special interests; thinking about these
as ‘obsessions’ is not helpful, and the practitioner should instead welcome the fact that the child has
a strong interest, use this to their advantage in planning a stimulating range of activities, and seek
over time to broaden the child’s interests to allow maximum access to the EYFS.

On the very rare occasions that a child struggles to engage with anything other than their special
interest, it can be used as an incentive to encourage them to take part in a different activity. For
example you might say, ‘Let’s read this story together. When we've finished, we can look at a book
about trains.’ Using a visual timetable is also helpful, as the child is able to see which activities are
coming up and when they will be able to play with the trains.

Not all children with autism will have an obvious special interest in one area. Some children will be
interested in a broader range of activities, and you will be able to plan around these. Remember that
some children’s interests might be based upon a schema (a pattern of repeated behaviour in young
children’s play), such as rotating, enclosing or transporting. You can find out more about schemas by
visiting www.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/nationalstrategies, search for 00266-2008BKT-EN.
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