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What is autism?

Autism or Autistic Spectrum Disorders (A.S.D.) involve three fundamental areas deficit, often referred to as the triad of impairments, as outlined by Lorna Wing and Judith Gould (1997) cited in Cumine, Leach & Stevenson, (2000):

· Impairment of Social Interaction

· Impairment of Social Communication

· Impairment of Social Imagination.

The children are affected in their ability to understand social behaviour, which affects their ability to interact with other children and adults.  They are affected in their ability to understand and use verbal and non-verbal communication.  And they are affected in their ability to think and behave flexibly (Jones, 2002).

Social Understanding and interaction

A pupil with autism

· May show preference for solitary space and avoid people

· May show preference for objects over people

· May not feel motivated to share other people’s interests

· May not acknowledge others in play

· May shun physical contact or make contact on his/her own terms

· May experience difficulty with turn-taking 

· May not be able to comprehend the needs or feelings of others or may not even perceive them (Jones, 2002).

Understanding verbal and non-verbal communication

A pupil with autism

· May have difficulty understanding the purpose of communication

· May not seek to communicate with others

· May not display or even have any interest in other people or their interests

· May present with speech development delay or an absence of speech

· May present with limited use of gesture, eye contact, facial expression and body language that may appear as inappropriate

· May present with good speech and language but still not be able to communicate effectively

· May talk at length to someone on his/her own terms but not participate in a two-way conversation

· May not understand or be able to grasp the element of social timing necessary in conversation (Jones, 2002)

Thinking and behaving flexibly

A pupil with autism

· May pursue repetitive activities for example twiddling; spinning; flicking

· May show a special interest in a particular activity and pursue it relentlessly

· May show strong preference for solitary play and display limited skills particularly in pretend play

· May have difficulty adapting to change

· May pursue his/her own agenda to the exclusion of others

· May want to control events


(Jones, 2002). 

Individuals may also present with intellectual difficulties and sensory perception and response difficulties (Jones, 2002). 

Intellectual ability

Children with autism can present with varying degrees of intelligence, from those presenting with severe or profound learning difficulties to those of well above-average ability (Howlin, 1998; Jones, 2002; Jordan, 1999).

Sensory Perception and responses

A child with autism

· may find certain sounds distressing and react by covering ears, crying or trying to get away from the source of the offending sound

· May be hyper-sensitive (over-sensitive) or hypo-sensitive (under-sensitive) to temperature or touch by people, objects or even the material of their clothing

· May become absorbed by visual patterns 

· May actively avoid the broadening of tastes and show a preference for certain foods, textures or smells


(Jones, 2002; Kranowitz Stock, 1999).

Individuality

Individuals with autism

Differ from one another reflecting differences in the severity of their autism, their intellectual ability and any additional difficulties (Jones, 2002, p.2).

Their personality and life experiences will also have had an impact and continue to impact on how s/he presents at school.  Each child needs to be understood and treated in all respects as an individual.

Intervention Methods

There are many different educational interventions for children with autism. The main ones that we draw on within the classes are

· TEACCH (Treatment and Education of Autistic and Communication Handicapped Children) (Schopler and Mesibov, 1995)

· Intensive Interaction (Nind and Hewett, 1994; Hewett and Nind, 1998) 
Floor Time (Greenspan)

· Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) (Bondy and Frost, 1994)

· Marte Meo 

· Sensory Integration  

· Music Interaction 

· Applied Behavioural Analysis (ABA) 

This is all backed up by an EarlyBird programme (Shields, 2001), as run by the clinical support team.  

TEACCH

This approach is based on the principles of structured teaching that aims to use the child’s visual strengths to help them understand what is required (Schopler & Mesibov, 1995). 

The main strategies are

· Physical structure: how the environment is organised;

· Applied to our classroom, this means dividing the room into definite areas where specific activities take place e.g.

· “I work independently at my workstation”

· “I work with Teacher at the 1:1 table”

· “I take part in group activities at the group spaces”

· “I play in the play corner and in the gym-room”

· Daily schedules: which support the children’s understanding of what they are supposed to be doing now and what they will be doing next

· Work-systems: which visually explain what has to done, how long it is going to take and what will happen next

· Visual instructions: that communicate the job to be done within any given task 

(Jones, 2002; Jones & Jordan, 2000).

Intensive Interaction and Floor Time (as supported by Speech and Language Therapist)
This programme is based on typical early childhood interaction techniques as used naturally between the parent and child which affirms the concept that two way interaction can be rewarding and fun. It involves following the child’s lead and affording meaning by imitating the child’s chosen activity and building turn-taking routines around it (Cumine et al.,2000; Nind & Hewitt,1994, cited in Nind,1999). Joining in, rather than interrupting, an activity like lining up objects can afford the child and the adult some quality sharing that can be built into turn-taking thereby enhancing the relationship and affirming the adult as an accomplice in the difficult world of communication. Greenspan claims that the key to enhancing communication and socialisation lies in fostering meaningful and mutually beneficial interactions based on the natural motivations of the child. The experience for the child in having shared control of the interaction with staff, who pitch the activity at his/her individual developmental level, can lead the way to the necessary social precursors to early communication i.e. eye contact, shared focus, reciprocal turn taking, imitation and timing. 

The problem may be identified as speech, language or communication disorder or delay, but the underlying issue is often a need to develop relationships with people. Consequently the major question is not ‘How do children learn language?’ but ‘How do they develop relationships that will support the social use of language?’
             (Mac Donald, 2004, p.66)

Hence it is a priority in this unit to maintain open channels of communication and to build strong trusting relationships between staff and children through broad use of play. It is perhaps these very relationships that will enable meaningful learning now and in the future education of these children. 

PECS

PECS teaches children to communicate with staff through picture exchange as opposed to verbal exchange that we are all used to. The programme is individually assessed and built around the preferred activities of the individual child in order to facilitate spontaneity and a desire to communicate (Jones & Jordan, 2000). It initially involves the exchange of a symbol card for the desired item and once the system is understood can progress to the construction of sentences and the use of these for commenting for example   I see….  It is important not to over prompt and to avoid questions like what do you want? Which go against the intrinsic element of spontaneity (Baker & Webb, 2001).    

At any given time, there could be several children in the unit using PECS each at their individual level of ability/progress.

Phase 1 teaches that upon seeing a highly preferred item, the child will pick up a picture card of that item, reach toward the trainer and release the card into the trainer’s hand.

Phase 2 teaches the child to take the picture card off a board or book and take it to the trainer to request something.

Phase 3 teaches the child to select one picture card from a choice.

Phase 4 teaches the child to form sentences using pictures starting with “I want…”

Phase 5 teaches the child to respond to the question “What do you want?”

Phase 6 teaches the child to use “I want…” “I see…” and “I have…”(Baker & Webb, 2001).

Marte Meo

The Marte Meo Programme for autism is a developmental support programme which can be used in daily interaction moments.  The central focus is to encourage the child to use ‘their own strength’ to advance and stimulate developmental process.  Elements of this approach are key to our practice.  These include labelling the child’s actions i.e. “You’re pushing the car.” “You’re looking at….” “You’re jumping up and down.” “You are laughing.”, thereby ensuring that language modelling is attached to real and meaningful experiences and emotions of the child.

Sensory Integration

Sensory integration exercises are integrated throughout daily schedule to promote healthy sensory processing.   This supports efficient

· Intake of sensory messages from our bodies and surroundings

· Interpretation of these messages in the central nervous system

· Organisation of our purposeful responses.

General activities include: swinging, squashing, gross and fine motor movements, pulling, pushing, lifting/carrying, pressing, rocking, twirling, rapping and rolling.  Sensory integration is also an integral part of the children’s sensory diets as devised by the Occupational Therapist based on individual assessments.

Music Interaction

Singing running commentary songs, which acknowledge and label what the child is doing, plays a large part in our approach to language acquisition (providing the individual child likes music!).  Gradually progressing to leaving out key words and phrases giving the child opportunity to fill in the gap and express him/herself at his/her own level also supports meaningful language development.

For example:  

· Hello …

· Bye, bye ….

· Wash, wash, wash your hands gently all the day…

· Dry, dry, dry your hands gently all the day…

· ____  is on the toilet

· ____ is building a tower of ____

· ____ is threading ____

· Jumping, jumping, jumping up and down…

· ____ is in the car…

· Yummy, yummy, yummy, ___ has ___ in his tummy…

ABA

While our approach has many behavioural elements including task analysis, teaching in small steps and rewarding appropriate responses and behaviours, the emphasis is less on reinforcing a cue dependent learning style and more about reaching the child and supporting his/her intrinsic development by providing meaningful learning opportunities appropriate to his/her developmental level.

EarlyBird

EarlyBird supports pre-school children with autism by training their parents over a three month period.  This form of early intervention has three key strands:

· Understanding autism

· Development of strategies to improve the child’s communication and interaction.

· Analysing behaviours to enable parents to reduce unacceptable behaviours.

Our Mission 

Given the difficulties these children experience in understanding communication and social behaviour, we aim to offer a positive meaningful educational experience which allows the child to develop to his/her full potential in an environment that offers clarity, predictability and calm.  We take special care to ensure that the environment and the staff provide emotional security for safety, comfort and cognitive challenge.  We respect what Gary Mesibov refers to as the culture of autism and do not take “being like us” as an educational goal (Mesibov & Shea, 1996).  We, the staff, aim to act as interpreters between two cultures and strive to make the components of the non-autistic world more easily understood by the child in our care. We work in close collaboration with parents whom we value as the primary educators of their children.

After a period of time observing and interacting with the children Individual Education Plans (IEPs) are developed in consultation with parents and clinical team for each child based on his/her needs that incorporate  

· 1:1 work

· Independent work

· Group work,

always working at the developmental level of the individual child. These are reviewed on an ongoing basis through informal consultation with parents and clinical team, and the more formal format of Individual Education Plan (IEP) review meetings. 

See following pages for examples of daily timetables.
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		Welcome 
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