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The presentation
Three key parts.

Part Three: Tools and resources

Part Two: Inclusive practice and excellence in autism 
education

Part One: The post-pandemic landscape



The presentation

This presentation reports key 
findings from research conducted 
on:

• The exclusion of autistic 
children and young people 
from education.

• The experiences of parents of 
autistic children and young 
people during the early stages 
of the pandemic.

• Current knowledge on good 
autism practice in education.



The presentation

I will also talk about collaborative work with the
Autism Education Trust to re-develop the AET
Standards for settings and AET Competency
Framework for practitioners.



PART ONE: The post-
pandemic landscape.



Study on exclusion (Jan-Feb 
2020)

Questionnaires to 
parents of autistic 

children and young 
people, educational 
leaders and autistic 

adults.
Scoping review of 

the literature 
related to school 

exclusions of autistic 
children and young 

people.

Workshops with the 
Autism Education Trust 

(AET) Young Person’s 
Panel.

Interviews with eight 
members of the 

Communication Autism 
Team (CAT) at Birmingham 

City Council (BCC).



Exclusion: the headlines

Children and Young People 
(CYP) with Special Educational 
Needs and Disabilities (SEND) 
are more likely to receive 
fixed term and permanent 
exclusions compared to their 
peers who do not have these 
difficulties.

Autistic CYP are twice as likely 
to be excluded as those who 
do not have SEND. 



Key findings – survey autistic adults 
(N=22)

• Experienced exclusion 
predominantly in secondary 
school.

• Emotions in the period before 
exclusion included: stressed, 
confused, worried, angry. 

• Felt unsupported by their 
teachers during exclusion.

• Many didn’t have an autism 
diagnosis at the time of 
exclusion (64%).

• The majority (81%) 
experienced bullying.



Perspectives of adults 

Exclusion often leads to school refusal as the CYP no
longer feels safe in school, leading to a lack of trust
and a breakdown in relationships.

I was glad to be excluded because I 
felt better at home.

I was too scared to say much to staff after 
that in fear of things getting worse.

Teachers labelled me and didn’t 
give me a chance!



Perspectives of adults – what could have 
been done?

Autistic adults reported on the importance of
receiving a diagnosis and support, plus the need for
greater understanding of autism by teaching staff.

If I had been diagnosed with autism perhaps 
they would have had more idea of how to 
help me.

They could have sat down and 
asked me what the problem was.

Mental health intervention. 



Key findings – survey parents (N=203)

School called me and said 
my son cannot come back 
to school. There was no 
official letter of exclusion.

Their child’s autism was not taken 
into account (84%).

Parents felt unsupported during 
the process (85%).

Parents felt exclusion could have 
been avoided (93%).

Parents rated communication 
during the period of exclusion as 
poor or very poor (58%).



Parents felt strongly that a lack of autism knowledge and 
unwillingness to adapt had a strong role to play, as well as school 
just “couldn’t cope” with their child and lack of resources.

Failure to accept child as 
autistic, labelled her as 
naughty and tried to 
force her to conform 
without making 
adjustments.

They could not cope with 
my son, easier to send 
him home. 

Parent perspectives on exclusion



They also noted the pressures that some schools are under in 
terms of performance and funding.

When Ofsted 

came in my son 

was sent home; 

when there was 

staff shortage my 

son was sent 

home.

The school 
were too 
focused on 
the kids 
that were 
doing well.

He was going through 
process of being 
statemented …. and 
at the time they were 
rated as an 
outstanding school.

Parent perspectives on exclusion



Parent perspectives on the impact of 
exclusion

• The most common impact 
on children was on their 
self-esteem, becoming 
isolated from friends and 
feeling let down by 
education.

• For parents the impact was 
stress, taking time off work 
and financial.

• The mental health toll on 
CYP and families throughout 
this period was clear.



Key findings – survey education leaders (N=94)

Majority were SENCOs, working in primary and from East
Midlands.

It was a challenge to engage school leaders or governors.

The majority had received professional training on
autism but 39% found this inadequate to meet the needs
of their pupils.

Every child presents differently and there is no 
solution to the behaviours from a text book.



Key findings – survey education leaders (N=94)

15% said they made unofficial exclusions. This was
mainly because they felt the child couldn’t cope with
the change, and most of these examples of exclusion
are not recorded in the DfE data.

Many highlighted finances as a limitation to
them providing support

More funding for support in class.  
Greater training for staff. Incentives 
for reducing exclusions.



The perspectives of a support service

• The interviews pointed out 
that many school staff see the 
child as the problem, with a 
lack of emphasis on 
recognising and addressing 
barriers in the environment. 

• They highlighted the 
disempowerment of CYP and 
families and their lack of 
agency in the context of 
exclusion. 



The perspectives of a support service

• Anxiety was seen as a key 
underlying feature of behaviours 
of concern shown by autistic CYP, 
but not recognised in the 
behavioural approaches of 
schools. 

• Pre-cursors to full exclusion 
included missed opportunities to 
prevent exclusion, due to 
behaviour being treated as 
‘problem’ rather than a signal for 
specialist support needs. 

• Schools predominantly draw on 
behaviour policies, and these do 
not tend to reference autism. 



Key issues raised by AET Young Expert 
Panel

• The importance of involving 
autistic people in research at all 
stages of a project.

• Adaptations should be made 
according to individual need.

• They were critical of terminology 
and language used: e.g. 
‘challenging behaviour’. They 
preferred the term ‘distressed 
behaviour’. 

• Exclusion is not only exclusion 
from school, but from friends, 
mental health services, the 
broader community and other 
sources of support. 



Parental experiences of 
lockdown



Health impacts from lockdown

• There was a reduction in those 
who classified their children as 
“extremely anxious” pre- (29%) to 
post- (16%) lockdown.

• 43% of parents reported that 
their children were lonelier than 
before lockdown.

*Survey to UK parents from mid-June 
to mid-July 2020 (n=294)



School’s performance during lockdown

(contact was).. Extremely useful, as 
my sons mental health deteriorated. 
School were in touch daily until they 
could take him back into school for 2 
half days.

Keeping in touch helped him engage 
in schoolwork at home because I 
would have to report back to the 
teacher.

Very useful, it has been lovely to have the contact 
to show we have not been forgotten and they 
have been bringing round food parcels and 
providing work and equipment.

My son appreciated the care as 

he was spoken directly to about 
how he is coping.

Limited calls. Felt they were 
just box ticking.

I feel my child has improved emotionally and is happier 
and more confident in herself and my son has improved 
too.



Overall…

Parents were mixed in terms of how they felt their 
child’s education had gone during lockdown.

School performance was mixed: children with an 
EHCP or at a special school perceived as better.

A positive for many families was to get to spend 
more time together.

Parental concern about the impact of lockdown on 
their child’s future and the transition back to school.



Economic consequences 
of lockdown

The whole-school population eligible for free-school 
meals went from 17.3% in 2019-2020 to 20.8% in 
2020-2021.

Autistic CYP who were eligible for free-school meals 
went from 28.6% in 2019-2020 to 32.2% in 2020/21

There is almost an 11 % difference between autistic 
CYP and the whole-school population.

Why? Having an autistic child impacts on 
employment and the type of employment you 
undertake. It also impacts on progression through 
employment opportunities.

Our exclusion research found that 76% said they had 
to take time off work and 47% had financial issues.



PART Two: How can we 
change this state of affairs?



Intervention and support

Child-Focused

• Recognition that autistic 
pupils are at higher risk (Lit 
Review) and implementing 
preventative strategies. 

• The importance of positive 
relationships built on trust.

• The voice of the pupil needs 
to be taken into account.



Intervention and support

School-Focused
• Schools need to make reasonable 

adjustments to reduce stress (e.g. 
creating personal space) and to help 
focus on lessons (e.g. sensory).

• The need for a whole-school approach, 
improved communication amongst staff 
and clear leadership.

• Importance of working with colleagues 
in other agencies and in AP.

• Clearer guidance needed on developing 
school and national exclusion policies.

• Enhanced transition planning and 
support.



Bio-
Psycho-
Social

Theory 
and 

Research

Insider 
perspectives

Good 
Autism 
Practice

Practice-
based 

knowledge 
and policy



Eight principles of Good Autism Practice

Drawing on different knowledge bases, we 
have developed eight principles of good 
autism practice. These are informed by 
theory, research, policy, insider 
perspectives and current practice. 



Good Autism Practice is about 
having commitment to broad 
inclusive principles whilst 
recognising  the need for 
teaching approaches that are 
based on the distinct group-
based needs of autistic pupils, 
and that also take account of 
individual needs.     

Eight principles of Good Autism Practice

Guldberg, Bradley and 

Wittemeyer (2019)



The distinct group needs of 
children with autism arise 
directly from their 
developmental differences.

They also arise from the fact that 
autistic children do not 
necessarily learn through social 
interaction in the way other 
children do. 

The implications for teaching







Part Three: tools and 
resources





Standards



Competencies



Current research on marginalized families

We know very little about the lived 
experiences of autistic children who 
don’t have English as their first language, 
who have different ethnic backgrounds, 
are on free school meals or who live in 
deprived areas of the country. 

CYP in the UK from these often-
marginalised groups were identified by 
UNICEF (2020) as those who experienced 
the greatest negative impact of COVID 19 
on their education. 

A call for action to work together to 
address these issues!



Websites and references

• Guldberg, K. (2017). ‘Evidence Based Practice in autism educational 
research: can we bridge the research and practice gap?’ Oxford Review of 
Education, Vol. 43 (2): 149-161. 

• Guldberg, K. (2020). Developing excellence in autism practice: making a 
difference in education. London: Routledge.

• The Standards, Competencies and ‘Good Autism Practice’ report can be 
found here: www.autismeducationtrust.org.uk

• ‘The Good, the bad and the helpful’ document and other resources can be 
found here: 
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/acer/resources/index.aspx

. 

http://www.autismeducationtrust.org.uk/
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/acer/resources/index.aspx


Thank you to the community of autism researchers, practitioners, 
families and individuals with autism. 

Thank you to the research team: 
Dr. Simon Wallace, Dr. Prithvi Perepa, Dr Liz Ellis, Dr Andrea MacLeod, 
Profesor Colin Diamond, Dr Tom Perry and Madeleine Finton, the AET, 

the Young Expert Panel. And the Communication Autism Team.

Email: K.K.Guldberg@bham.ac.uk

Thank you


