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Autistic Spectrum Conditions Policy

This policy is written to outline the aims, principles and strategies in place for young people with an autistic spectrum condition (ASC) at James Rennie School.  It includes a glossary of important terms, key descriptions, links to other key policies and signposts to further information.  This part of the policy sets out how and why we work in specific ways with young people with ASC.

The approach at James Rennie School is of individual personalised learning.  Throughout the schools suite of policies reference is made to ‘the individual’, where that individual is a child with ASC reference is to be made to the contents of this policy to determine the relevant educational strategies.

Autistic spectrum condition is a range of complex neurodevelopment conditions, characterised by social impairments, communication difficulties and restricted, repetitive and stereotyped patterns of behaviour.

People with ASC have neurological differences to those without ASC, these are physical and real.  These neurological differences result in young people with ASC perceiving the world in a different way, we do not consider this a disability or wrong, but as a difference.  We believe that it is the school which needs to understand these differences and use strategies to support young people with ASC understanding of the world.  A potential barrier for our pupils with autism (and danger for our staff) is that their perception of the world caused by the physical differences in their brain cannot clearly be seen from the outside but need to be understood.

All our pupils, regardless of needs, condition and sensory perception, have access to a full range of curriculum.  We ensure the curriculum is meaningful and purposeful for each individual.  As a school we teach the individual young person not just their condition.  E.g. we teach Bernadette with ASC rather than just the ASC.  However every young person’s condition can and does inform approaches to use with the individual young person. 

This policy is set out in a number of sections.

· Communication
· Social Interaction and Understanding
· Flexibility of Thought
· Sensory Differences
· Behaviour
· Environmental
· Health and Wellbeing 
· Independence
· Working in partnership
· Teaching and Learning
· Independence
· Choices
· Transition
· Leisure and Exercise
· Community Links

Communication 

The school supports a wide range of different communication strategies.  These are individualised for every pupils and may include intensive interaction, PECS, objects of reference, signing, communication devices, vocalisation and spoken word.  These are often used in combination because this provides the best scaffold to support the individual’s communication development.  These strategies are used across all settings in school including formal and informal settings and in the wider community.  It is important to note that the use of alternative communication strategies does not impact on the individual’s use of spoken language but is used to scaffold and encourage spoken language use.

As a school we recognise that young people with ASC have difficulties generalising skills across settings therefore we teach communication skills not only in school but apply them in the wider community so the strategy becomes a life skill rather than a skill in isolation just used within school.

You can find out more information from our Communication Policy.

Social interaction and understanding

We recognise there is a need to teach young people with ASC the ‘hidden curriculum’ which is a term used that describes a set of rules or guidelines that are often not directly taught, but are assumed to be known by the general population.  This includes idioms (e.g., “It’s raining cats and dogs”, metaphors (‘the assignment was a breeze’), and slang (‘yo’). The Hidden Curriculum tends to be the social cues that most people ‘just pick up’ or learn through observation or subtle cues, including body language, for example: entering an elevator and turning around facing the door and floor numbers. The Hidden Curriculum differs across age, gender, who you are with and cultures.  We recognise it is essential to teach social interaction and social rules explicitly to young people on the Autistic Spectrum.  We recognise the necessity to generalise this learning and it is taught both in school and in the wider community to ensure the skills are not isolated to one setting. We teach –

· Social language including how to use social language, what social language is
· Emotions, what they are called and how they feel and the different degrees of emotions
· Emotions, how to communicate about own emotions
· Emotions, how to read emotions
· Normalising emotions, i.e. it’s ok to feel the way you do, many people feel the same and this is how we deal with the emotion
· Body language and facial expressions in the young person and in others
· Social situation and specific behaviour for a specific social situations
· PSHE including a specific ASC programme where appropriate

Transitions are prepared for using a range of strategies including social stories and preparation books.  This teaching is enhanced through providing experiences of a wide range of social situations both in school and in the wider community. 

Flexibility of Thought

James Rennie School recognises the centrality of the impairment of flexibility of thought to education and as such the school has a specific policy on this aspect of learning – It refers through to many people with ASC struggle with changes from what they consider the norm, these changes can at times be very subtle and their reaction stemming from these changes can cause great distress.

Further Details can be found in our Flexibility of Thought Policy

Sensory differences 

We recognise young people with ASC have sensory differences.  We know young people with autism may experience some form of sensory sensitivity or difference.  This can occur in one or more of the senses - sight, sound, smell, touch, taste, vestibular and proprioception.  A person's senses are either intensified (hypersensitive) or under-sensitive (hypo-sensitive).

We are aware that young people with Autism can have difficulties filtering (modulation) sensory information and can find it difficult to know what to pay attention to (sensory integration).  We recognise young people with sensory sensitivity may also find it harder to use their body awareness system and this can result in young people with ASC finding it harder to navigate rooms avoiding obstructions, stand at an appropriate distance from other people and carry out 'fine motor' tasks such as tying shoelaces.

We recognise young people with ASC can seek out sensory input and have a need for sensory regulation through the day.  This sensory regulation is supported on an individual basis within the class.  Pupils are observed and a range of sensory input is worked into their day.  This can include for example squeeze jackets, physical movement programmes, ear defenders and chewy tubes, as well as a fully developed sensory circuit that is available every day for pupils.  In addition the way rooms are arranged and used can contribute to sensory issues and are adapted on an individual basis e.g. clear group areas and clear individual working areas.

Sensory regulation should be seen as integral to allowing an individual to learn, for some these activities may form the majority of a school day, but without these activities their curriculum learning time would be further reduced.  These activities will be formally identified and reviewed through behaviour for learning plans.

We acknowledge that, for some young people with ASC, sensory overload can lead to crisis behaviour and we understand this experience can lead to a young person establishing a learned reaction to certain things and it leading to display of behaviours.

We recognise for some young people with ASC the feel of the school uniform can cause sensory difficulties, the school provides 2 different types of t-shirt to overcome these sensory difficulties.  If wearing a school uniform limits a young person from learning, we do not insist that they wear a uniform – it’s more important they are ready to learn.

We are aware that the environment impacts on young people with sensory differences and, as a school, have made changes and have planned changes to the environment to support young people.  This includes for example matt paint, wall painted the same colour. (See building policy.)

Hyper and Hypo sensitivity to different sensations are common for someone with ASC, these can also be limiting in terms of learning and experiencing the wider world.  To support the individual moving past these, desensitisation and sensation awareness using planned and differentiated programs are used. Each program should be considered anew and as need and developments arise.

Behaviour 

We recognise that all behaviour is communication.  We have a ‘Behaviour for Learning Policy’ which outlines our approach for behaviour for all pupils.  We are aware of the sensory differences that young people with ASC have and how that can effect behaviour and build a learned response behaviour which can become entrenched.  The school uses Team Teach to support behaviour for learning.  We record, evaluate and scrutinise behavioural incidents and change practise from this analysis.  Positive Handling plans are discussed and devised with parents, educational psychologists and other agencies where necessary. 

For more information see ‘Behaviour for Learning Policy’.

Environmental

We recognise the environment impacts on young people with ASC, we acknowledge that the environment is not just the structural lay out of the classrooms and building but includes the whole environment including lighting, heating, display boards, smells etc.  We recognise some things cannot be changed or adapted due to the physical infrastructure of the building, additionally our ability make the School environment more autism friendly is limited by finances, however planned changes over time are factored into our buildings plan (changing our blue doors to oak doors, for example).

We recognise structure of the environment supports young people with ASC; this includes consistency within the environment.  Classrooms have work station spaces in classes where needed, clutter free classrooms and clear distinct areas in the classrooms. These support young people with ASC to make sense of their environment and what is expected of them when at school.

We are aware that individuals can change the environment through clothes worn; differing smells due to washing powders or perfume and these can affect young people with ASC.  Staff are mindful of this and take it into account when working with specific individuals.

Health and Wellbeing

We recognise that health and well-being affects all young people.  We have a healthcare policy.  The school Nurse has a good knowledge of autism and uses this knowledge for all pupils.  The school works with a number of different health organisations to support young people with Autism gaining access to health services.  We are sensitive to young people with Autism whom find medical procedures including check-ups, injections, scans, etc very stressful and can result in displays of behaviour which result in it being impossible to access services.  The school supports individuals, where ever possible, to access medical services needed, by preparing them through use of social stories or visual support of what the experience entails.  This includes coaching community nurses to understand individuals and adapting their approaches in line with the needs of the children.  Working with paediatrics in A and E to prepare for the arrival of individuals who find the experience challenging, preparing pupils to access medical services.  The school nurse keeps up to date with medical research on autism and attends specific autism training, and will complete medical procedures such as inoculations so that pupils do not come to associate her with painful procedures.  The school hosts a continence clinic and paediatrician and nurse clinics on site.

Working in Partnership

James Rennie School recognise the importance of working in partnership with the young person, their family and relevant agencies.  Young people with ASC can face challenges in communicating their views and opinions.  As a communication specialist school, James Rennie has a key role in supporting the young person and their family in their relationship with other agencies.  The school works to foster relationships with other agencies through co-operative working and active professional collaboration.  Agencies that the school works with on a regular basis include:
· Educational Psychologist Service.
· Health Care including Community Nurses, continence specialists, audiology, occupational therapy, CAMHS and physiotherapy.
· Social Care including social workers, support and respite services.
· Police and community support officers.
· People First, DACE and Adult services


Working within the relevant data protection requirements James Rennie works hard to foster a spirit of active information exchange and sharing with relevant agencies.  The school hosts and chairs regular young person centred interagency meetings to discuss the young person’s progress, requirements and other related matters.  In addition the school is active in involving other agencies where specific circumstances in the young person’s life or education require e.g. changes in home circumstances or behaviour.

James Rennie School provides guidance and advice for local mainstream schools when they require a specialist approach in order to meet the needs of their pupils with ASC.

Teaching and Learning

James Rennie is now a school within the Eden Academy Trust. The young people at our School also have significant learning difficulties which are assessed at either the severe or profound level via the Educational Psychologist Service.  The ethos of the school is to make teaching relevant, stimulating and useful to all pupils.  Teachers are aware of taking into account the different learning styles of young people with autism and to adapt their teaching style and curriculum delivery to make their curriculum meaningful.

We recognise the need for visual support in all aspects of teaching, the use of structured teaching and work stations to encourage engagement.  We use special interests as part of teaching and as reward systems.  We teach in a variety of different ways including whole class, small group and 1:1 teaching groups.  Teachers are aware of the TEACCH principles and use aspects of the approach where appropriate.

James Rennie School is attentive to the role that the physical environment plays in the experience of a young person with ASC and their ability to engage with the curriculum.  The school works to manage the physical environment to minimise the negative effects and maximise positive aspects for young people with ASC within the constraints of budget and existing premises.  Delivering individualised child centred education the school must balance the needs of all young people within any group in relation to the environment provided.

We recognise different patterns of learning for all individuals and adapt teaching to match individuals’ learning style.  This includes teaching in whole class, small group, one to one and independent learning.  For some young people with autism their pattern of learning can be small chunks of learning interspersed with their special interest or sensory input.  We know that an hour block of teaching does not suit all pupils. 

James Rennie School recognises the importance of genuine opportunities for personal development in particular taking learning out into the world beyond the school gate.  The school aspires to provide a diverse range of educational visits which enhance personal and curriculum learning across the key stages.  The school works hard to do this within the limitations of the national curriculum.

In post 16 there are individual programmes in place to prepare pupils for next steps beyond James Rennie and the transition into their adult life and the level of independence that they can achieve.  Post-16 curriculum is focussed on teaching young people skills and strategies for life-long learning.  For the young person with ASC we aim to teach the skills necessary to manage whole life tasks for example the skills necessary to travel independently on public transport for which we do not just teach how to catch the bus but how to read the timetable, provide the correct payment, know where to catch the bus and get off and most importantly what to do if something goes wrong along the journey.

A part of the post-16 curriculum is supporting young people to access other learning environments including different post-16 colleges and work placements.  The preparation for young people to be successful at this begins earlier in their school career.  Preparation starts at key stage 3 when young people are introduced to moving classrooms and teachers for different subjects; this is then built upon throughout key stage 4 so that young people have the building blocks of accessing different styles of learning for when they enter post-16.

James Rennie School uses a number of assessment tools to track the progress of young people with ASC.  Academic progress is measured through P scales, via Connecting Steps and measures this against School target setting which is measured against the CASPA database, Durham P-Scales project and Government benchmarking data.  Young people are assessed regularly and monitored to ensure that they reach their learning goals.  CASPA is used to provide a benchmark of young people’s progress which takes into account learning needs and their ASC.  We recognise that young people with ASC can have spikey profiles and that their learning cannot always be measured against a curriculum target therefore the school has IEP’s in place to target skills which are important but outside of the curriculum. The school is also trialling the use of the Autism Educational Trust Framework for pupils that have spikey profiles, as this enables the staff to focus more on the priority of the individual in relation to their sensory and independence skills, rather than all the focus being on the national curriculum.

In measuring progress for young people with ASC, we believe that this should not be limited just to academic information; as such we employ wider views on factors such as attendance, behavioural incidents, communication and factors pertinent for the individual combined with academic progression.  Importantly these are shared with staff not just kept on a shelf.

We also consider it essential that young people are involved with their own assessment, without an understanding of where they are and where they need to go students will be unable to learn effectively; we call this Assessment for Learning.  Staff differentiate their approaches for each individual but common is that pupils tell staff, they listen and then use this to help move the young person forward to the next step in their learning.  More information can be found in our assessment and marking policy. 

Independence

James Rennie School recognises the importance of promoting independence for young people with autism, in our experience many can become over reliant on adult support and prompting unless actively encouraged and challenged to build independent learning skills.  Independence skills are explicitly taught and encouraged through all stages of development and at each curriculum stage.  As a school we support the gaining of independence skills through 

a) breaking the skill down into small manageable parts, 
b) backward chaining and 
c) visual scaffolding. 

The school promotes independence at all levels from turning the taps on to wash hands, ordering the class dinners for the day or participating in work experience both in and out of school.  Within the classroom independent learning is actively supported, this can include tasks which are by their nature promoting independent learning.  This is through the task being visually set out with a clear start and end and expected learning goals transparent so the young person with ASC can actively complete tasks independently for example shoe box style tasks.

The school works with families, carers and other agencies to promote opportunities for the gaining of independence through out of school activities.

As a school we use PIVATS to assess PSD and independence as part of this.

Choices

James Rennie School is conscious that some young people with ASC can face challenges in making choices therefore choice making is explicitly taught throughout the key stages. 

Communication is a key part of choice making and therefore we support the development of individual choice making through teaching appropriate communication methods this  includes eye gaze, PECS, Makaton and other communication aids as required by the child’s specific requirements.

Choices promoted through the curriculum for example with pupils encouraged to make choices about what colour paint they want to use or what dressing up clothes they want to wear.  All pupils make choices about their own diet through lunchtime menu’s and snack, these are supported through visuals and Makaton signing. 

There are a number of ICT based programmes which are structured to support and encourage choice making.  The choices that young people are encouraged and supported to make are determined by their specific development stage and designed to positively challenge any rigidity of thought. 

Depending on the individual the choices can become more complex and this includes choosing to attend an annual review, curriculum options at key stage 4 and post-16 and making choices about where they want to go after James Rennie School.

Sometimes we have to allow young people to make choices which may, with a wider view, be the wrong choices, so they have concrete experience and understanding when they come against this choice again, (with a view that sometimes the easiest choice is not the best one.).  In these cases we ensure we have a net to catch them and strategies to follow up and help them understand why their choice was not the best one. 

Young people are encouraged to participate in collective choice making via the school council which has on it a number of young people with ASC. 

Transitions

James Rennie School recognises that young people with ASC can find transitions challenging and therefore we support transition on an individual basis.  The school aims to support and enable young people with ASC to transition successfully.  These transitions range from moving from the classroom to the bathroom or the playground, moving to a new class at the start of the school year, transitions to new places or experiences, transitions from home to school or respite, from key stage to key stage and transition to life beyond James Rennie School. As a school, we understand the importance of learning everything about a pupil before they join our school, and therefore we have thorough transition profiles to complete for each new pupil. The transition profile includes sensory profiling, strategies to reduce anxiety and their communication needs, which are valuable areas for pupils with autism. We then carry out transitions into school on an individual basis, in terms of how many visits they will need to ensure the smoothest of transitions. 

Transitions within school are supported in a number of ways, objects of reference and symbol transition cards are regularly used to support young people’s understanding of where they are going.  Transition booklets and social stories are used to support new experiences and places.  This can include for example class to class transition books as preparation for their new classroom and books to prepare young people for residential trips and similar activities. Transition beyond post-16 and the school is supported on an individual basis depending on the needs of the pupil and can include; supported visits to colleges, supported visits to work experience placements and accommodation.

Sabotage and Looking Towards the Wider World.

Our pupils can come to rely on routine, interaction and environmental scaffolds, unfortunately these change which can be challenging for the individual with ASC.  To help individuals we may deliberately sabotage or change routines, personnel or the environment in order to support the young person with change.  Integral to this is providing the young person with the skills to cope with change.  Please refer to flexibility of thought policy. 

Leisure and Exercise

James Rennie School recognises the importance of exercise and leisure for all young people and promote it throughout the key stages.  From nursery to key stage 4 the curriculum includes PE sessions; through these sessions young people access a range of different activities. 

These activities take place both in and out of school.  Out of school include; swimming, horse riding, assisted cycling, rock climbing and orienteering.  Within school include; soft play, hydrotherapy, rebound therapy and the usual PE curriculum.  In post-16 leisure forms part of the curriculum and young people are encouraged to make choices about their leisure pursuits and participate in activities such as ice-skating, clip and climb and bowling. 

The school has regular play times for all young people up to key stage 4 where they are encouraged to access playground equipment which promotes motor skills.  At post-16 there are choices about daily leisure time and young people in P16 can access the common room, library, sensory room or computer room.  The school has a number lunchtime clubs, some seasonal, including computer, gardening, film and Zumba clubs.

The school offers a number of out of school clubs including two specific ASC clubs for young people to attend if they, and their parents, wish.

Community Links

The school recognises that the wider community can be a challenge to those young people with ASC and the wider community itself can be challenged by young people with ASC.  Therefore the school has developed many links with the community including; church, local shops and cafés, community police, ambulance and fire service and local charitable groups such as rotary club and automotive clubs.  Young people with ASC have the opportunity to access the local community in a variety of ways including trips to the theatre and cinema from time to time and leisure facilities and trips to town on a regular basis.

In post-16 pupils have opportunities to work in the local community.  These experiences are tailored to meet the individual’s interests, skills and level of independence. 

We host a number of community events including option fairs for those moving on from James Rennie School, special educational needs and independent living events.

We provide training and speakers to families, local schools and community groups in subjects such as PECS, Makaton and other ASC related topics.

Staff Recruitment

The School ensures we cover safer recruitment processes as laid out in our Safeguarding Policy.

When recruiting new staff we aim to ensure staff have the relevant aptitude, experience and qualifications. If a new member of staff does not have sufficient knowledge of ASC we support them through induction and performance management processes.  This may include training, working alongside an outstanding practitioner and direct input from another member of staff. 



Appendix

In this section we’ve tried to give the reader some definitions, descriptions and glossary for different things related to ASC. An important note is that if there’s something the reader is unsure of, ask – without your questioning this document will not evolve and there’s a danger it becomes a dusty tomb on a shelf, kept because we need it rather than use it.  Ultimately it will mean that young people with ASC are less well served by us.

What is ASC?

ASC is a spectrum condition with varying severity.  Individuals with ASC have a varying intelligence and are all affected in different ways by their ASC.  No two individuals with ASC are the same. 

“Autism isn’t something a person has or a ‘shell’ that a person is trapped inside said Jim.  Autism is a way of being.  It is persuasive.  It colours every experience, every sensation, perception, thought” (Jerome Burne 2005.)

Young people with ASC may or may not have additional learning difficulties.  The ASC itself affects an individual’s ability to learn.  Additional learning difficulties will also affect an individual’s learning, in both ability and teaching style needed.  As with all of our students James Rennie recognise our students as individuals who all have areas of strength as well as difficulty. 

Triad of Impairment

Autistic Spectrum Condition affects individuals in three main areas:

1. Social interaction and understanding
2. Communication
3. Rigidity of thought.

These three areas make up the Triad of Impairment.

The Triad of Impairment describes the three areas of difficulty seen in a person with a diagnosis of ASC.

The three areas interlink and the difficulties/strengths in one area will affect the strengths/difficulties seen in another.  This is outlined in more details below.

1. Social interaction and understanding 

This is an impairment in the area of social relationships and results in the individual effectively lacking the inherent ability to develop social ability and understanding.  Impairment in social interaction causes problems with developing and maintaining relationships.  Inappropriate responses to situations may occur, for example, laughing or giggling when someone is hurt or upset.  These traits affect social relationships and may cause anxiety and behavioural issues.  It can also cause a lack of understanding of human behaviour and therefore an inability to anticipate others actions.  The inability to recognise (in both themselves and others) and control emotions presents a great challenge to a person with an ASC.  The Impairment also causes a lack of understanding of the rules of social etiquette and social priorities.  It can decrease the ability and independence of an individual to function within a community.

2. Communication

This is the impairment in communication which affects their ability to understand and use verbal and non- verbal communication.  This can include facial expression, gesture, body language and social timing in addition to speech and signing or symbol communication.  Facial expressions, other body language, verbal intonation and responses reflecting emotion are all often misunderstood or not understood at all.  This can result in difficulties developing and maintaining joint attention skills i.e. the capacity of the child to attend to and respond to the social communication of others and can hinder the development of communication skills.  Young children rely on watching adults' to model words and actions to provide a reference in order to develop their understanding of the world around them.

A young person with ASC and difficulties with joint attention leads to issues such as missed cues within communication, difficulties with learning vocabulary and a reduced ability to share meaning effectively with those around them.

The difficulties described above mean people with autism have to work harder to understand how to interact with others.  The difficulties and abilities are unique to each individual, but in addition to the issues discussed above common concerns can include:

· A delay or absence in acquiring and using functional language
· Difficulty in understanding speech
· Having unusual speech patterns e.g. Echolia- the automatic repetition of sounds and words made by another person.
· Having the ability to use speech, for instance they may be able to repeat whole chunks of a favourite song or video, but may lack the ability to communicate effectively with others or to tell others how they are feeling.
· Speech is only one method of communication; it may be necessary to find other ways of helping a person to communicate their needs, wants and feelings appropriately.

3. Rigidity of thinking and a lack of imagination. 

An impairment of creative/imaginative concepts.  This may include inflexibility in applying the rules that govern behaviour, difficulties in generalising concepts, recognising sequences, difficulty in understanding fiction/characters/dreaming and inability to understand deceiving/deception.  It can cause a monotropic learning style, leading to literality and thinking in closed concepts or pictures.  This often causes a fear and resistance to change.  This also includes the presentation of stereotypical, repetitive and obsessional behaviours which may include self-harming behaviours.

Rigidity of thinking may also cause difficulties with;

· Executive function: the ability to plan tasks; motor planning; problem solving; responding to a request on demand and on-time.  Causing difficulty in prioritising and planning and organising information and activities.

· Central coherence: the ability to see all the details as one big picture rather than focussing on each separate detail.

· Theory of mind: the ability to understand that another person has a view, thought or belief of their own which is different to our own; understanding other people’s emotions; understanding that their actions will affect others; imagination – difficulty in understanding fiction/characters/dreaming; inability to understand deceiving/deception.

It can impair an individual’s ability to “mind read” to predict and attribute emotions and behaviours to others. It also includes love of/need for routine and a resistance/aversion to change.  It can cause an individual to have the inability to generalise skills/knowledge from one context to another.

All three areas must be addressed/ considered when working with an individual with ASC whatever the activity.

As well as the triad of impairment young people with ASC may also/ often have difficulties with the following:

Sensory issues

The central nervous system (brain) processes all the sensory information sent from various sensory systems in the body and helps to organize, prioritize and understand the information. Using this information the body responds appropriately.  Throughout our bodies we have various sensory receptors, which pick up on sensory stimuli.  Our hands and feet contain the most receptors.  Mostly the processing of sensory information is automatic.

Young people with autism often have trouble in the organisation and processing of this sensory information. This can lead to confusion, stress and presentation of challenging behaviours-behaviours that challenge themselves and/ or others.

Martin (1991) states
“Sensory systems are not only our only means for perceiving the external world, but are also essential to maintaining arousal, forming our body image and regulating movement.”

This confusion can occur in one or more of the five senses - sight, sound, smell, touch and taste.  Listed below are the 8 different systems linked to the five senses;

1) Vestibular (balance) system
2) Proprioception (body awareness) system
3) Olfactory (smell) system
4) Visual (sight) system
5) Auditory (hearing) system
6) Tactile (touch) system
7) Gustatory (taste) system
8) Introceptive (awareness of internal processes) system.

Sensory difficulties can be divided into three main areas: Hyper-sensitivity, Hypo-sensitivity or Sensory seeking.

I) Hyper- sensitivity – where an individual’s response to stimuli is high or over responsive.
II) Hypo-sensitivity- where an individual’s response to stimuli is too low or under responsive.
III) Sensory seeking- where an individual’s response to sensory stimuli starts out as too low , the individual then does something to increase their sensory input – but doesn’t always know when to stop and the response can then become too high.

Individuals may fluctuate from over responsive to under responsive to sensory seeking behaviours depending on the circumstances in each moment/day/context.  An individual’s sensory difficulties may occur continuously and sometimes only occasionally.

There is an additional sensory condition called Synaesthesia which is separate from autism, which some individuals on the spectrum say they experience.  Current research suggests that a high percentage of people diagnosed with Synaesthesia have a diagnosis of ASC.  This is a rare condition and occurs when confusion in the sensory channels occurs.  A sensory experience goes in through one system and out through a different system.  For example an individual hears a sound (auditory system) but sees colours (visual system).

Diet

Some individuals with Autistic Spectrum Condition s (ASC) can have problems relating to eating and difficulties surrounding their diet.  These dietary problems can relate to both over- and under-eating. These issues are often due to sensory sensitivities or rigidity of thought.

Challenging behaviour

Some but not all young people with ASC can present challenging behaviour.  This behaviour may be challenging to the student themselves or to others.

As previously stated each individual is affected by their ASC in different ways and their needs and behaviours need to be addressed in an individual way, as with all students at James Rennie School.

What is challenging behaviour?

“ In a nutshell ‘challenging behaviour’ is a behaviour that challenges - whether it is a challenge to our understanding, our own well-being or our child’s or else to our ability to carry out our responsibilities as parents or professionals.”

These behaviours can take many forms and can include;

Physical behaviours that harm themselves or others (See positive behaviour management for more detail).  

Behaviours that are not appropriate for age, context, environment, etc. 

Behaviours that limit the students reaching their full potential, accessing the world and opportunities around them. 

Challenging Behaviour is often the result of a breakdown in communication.  Every behaviour has a function.  We as professionals/parents need to interpret what each behaviour is saying.  Staff will work in conjunction with information from parents and other professionals to interpret individual behaviours.  The individual then needs to be taught a different/more appropriate way of expressing /communicating their feelings/needs.  Sometimes, a person with an ASC may behave in a way that you wouldn't immediately link to sensory sensitivities - but these sensitivities may be the underlying cause.

See positive behaviour management policy for more detail on strategies and support for students and staff.

Areas of strengths

After the discussion of the triad of impairment it should be recognised that some pupils may have some of the following attributes:
1) Good visual skills
2) Good visual memory
3) Good focus in repetition
4) Accuracy and consistent accuracy
5) May be knowledgeable in areas of particular interest.

The Triad of impairment can also be viewed as a “Triad of Strengths”

“Individuals diagnosed on the autistic spectrum often exhibit a triad of strengths, good attention to detail, deep narrow interest, and islets of ability”(Kaliouby et al 2006 P228).

However our experience in working with people with autism has shown us that people with autism have many strengths and our focus must be on the person, focusing upon what they can do and want to achieve rather than focusing just on their difficulties/weaknesses.

Glossary

The Hidden Curriculum: 
Lavoie (cited in Bieber, 1994) described the ‘hidden curriculum’ as important social skills that everyone knows, but no one is taught.  This includes assumed rules, adult or student expectations, idioms and metaphors.

Monotropic: 
People with ASC are understood to have monotropic interest systems, meaning that they are able to focus their attention intensely on a limited range of interests.  In contrast, most non-autistic people have polytropic interest systems, meaning that they are able to divide their attention across many areas of interest and the focus of this attention is thus less intense, or ‘tunnelled’.  A consequence of this is that autistic people tend to be very good at tasks where attention to detail is required but may miss global meanings (Mottron et al, 2006; Frith, 1989).

PECS: 
PECS was developed in 1985 as a unique augmentative/alternative communication intervention package for individuals with autism spectrum disorder and related developmental disabilities.  First used at the Delaware Autistic Program, PECS has received worldwide recognition for focusing on the initiation component of communication.  PECS does not require complex or expensive materials.  It was created with families, educators and resident care providers in mind, so is readily used in a range of settings.  PECS begins by teaching an individual to give a picture of a desired item to a ‘communicative partner’, who immediately honours the exchange as a request.  The system goes on to teach discrimination of pictures and how to put them together in sentences.  In the more advanced phases, individuals are taught to answer questions and to comment.

Intensive interaction:
Intensive interaction is an approach to teaching the pre-speech fundamentals of communication to children and adults who have severe learning difficulties and/or autism and who are still at an early stage of communication development.  The approach was developed during the nineteen-eighties by the team of staff working at Harperbury Hospital School Herfordshire.  Harperbury was a school for people who have severe learning difficulties on the campus of a large long-stay hospital in southern England.  The developments followed the work of the late Geraint Ephraim Ph.D, a psychologist who worked in the Hertfordshire long-stay hospitals.  First and foremost, Intensive Interaction is highly practical.  The only equipment needed is a sensitive person to be the interaction partner.  The approach works by progressively developing enjoyable and relaxed interaction sequences between the interaction partner and the person doing the learning.  These interaction sequences are repeated frequently and gradually grow in duration, complexity and sophistication.  As this happens, the fundamentals of communication are gradually rehearsed and learnt in a free-flowing manner.  The style of the teacher person is relaxed, non-directive and responsive.  In fact, a central principle is that the teacher person builds the content and the flow of the activity by allowing the learner basically to lead and direct, with the teacher responding to and joining-in with the behaviour of the learner.  This simple principle is the one used by adults in interaction with babies during the first year.  The first year is the period of development when a baby carries out intense and very rapid learning of the fundamentals of communication.  Much of the development of Intensive Interaction was based on reading of the scientific research on the way in which human beings learn to communicate during the first year. 

The teaching sessions are therefore frequent, quite intense, but also fun-filled, playful and enjoyable.  Both participants should be at ease with enjoyment of the activity as the main motivation.  A session could be highly dynamic, with a great deal of vocalisation, sometimes with fun-filled physical contacts.  A session could also be peaceful, slow and quiet.

Objects of reference:
	Objects of reference are basically a simple method of communicating, but they can be used at a number of levels.

· Involving an actual object that the child uses in an activity; a cup that is used every time he or she has a drink would become an object of reference for a drink.  A different cup could become an object of reference, a smaller one perhaps, or just using a part of one, e.g. the lid or handle. (This would be useful if the child uses a large amount of objects to reduce the space they take up).
· 
· If possible, the objects could be used to give him or her an element of choice in their day; once they understand what each object represents, they may be able to indicate a choice, perhaps through eye pointing, reaching, etc.
· 
· Objects of reference can be used to make stories more relevant and interesting.  They need not be limited to objects, but could include sounds, smells and tactile sensory experiences.



Social stories: 
Social stories and comic strip conversations are ways to help people with autism develop greater social understanding.  Social stories were created by Carol Gray in 1991 to help teach social skills to people with autism.  They are short descriptions of a particular situation, event or activity, which include specific information about what to expect in that situation and why.

Visual Schedules: 
Visual schedule systems are an easy way to provide students with consistent cues about their daily activities.  They provide a structure that allows a student to anticipate what will happen next, reduce anxiety by providing the student with a vision of his/her day and promote calmness between transitions.
















TEACCH:

The TEACCH method was developed by researchers who wanted a more effective and integrated approach to helping individuals with autism spectrum disorders (ASD). TEACCH is an evidence-based academic program that is based on the idea that autistic individuals are visual learners, so teachers must correspondingly adapt their teaching style and intervention strategies.

The Five Basic Principles
TEACCH is centered on five basic principles. First, physical structure refers to individual’s immediate surroundings. Daily activities, such as playing and eating, work best when they are clearly defined by physical boundaries. Second, having a consistent schedule is possible through various mediums, such as drawings and photographs. Third, the work system establishes expectations and activity measurements that promote independence. Ideal work systems will communicate objectives with minimum written instructions. Fourth, routine is essential because the most important functional support for autistic individuals is consistency. Fifth, visual structure involves visually-based cues for reminders and instruction.

The TEACCH method is a structured program that helps individuals with ASD learn, function and reach their goals.
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