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Our key recommendations
• The Government should develop a national autism and education strategy by the
end of 2019 that includes:
• training for school staff
• reasonable adjustments for pupils on the autism spectrum in schools
• provision of a specialist curriculum for all pupils who need one
• measures to reduce bullying and promote inclusion
• and guidance for local authorities on commissioning the full range of
educational provision and support.
• Autism understanding should be embedded in the education system, with autism
training for all teachers, including head teachers, and ongoing funding for the
Autism Education Trust.
• Local authorities should collect data on the number of children and young people
in their area who are on the autism spectrum, and on the profile of their needs,
and use this data to plan and commission the school places and other services
they will need.
• There should be a presumption by local authorities that a child with an autism
diagnosis may need an education, health and care needs assessment, and this
should be carried out when it is requested.
• A clear accountability framework should be put in place that requires local
authorities and maintained schools, academies and free schools to be clear and
transparent about how they are adhering to the Children and Families Act 2014
and the SEND Code of Practice.
• The Department for Education should review the funding that is available to local
authorities to support implementation of the Children and Families Act 2014, and
allocate additional funding if it is needed to help complete the transition to the
new SEND system.
• Ofsted should be required to monitor implementation of the Children and
Families Act 2014 more closely in local areas and should report on it to
Parliament annually.
• The local area SEND inspection programme should be made permanent, so that
every local area is inspected on a regular basis.
• Local authority staff and school staff should receive training in the requirements
of the Children and Families Act 2014 and the SEND Code of Practice.
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Foreword from Huw Merriman MP
and Maria Caulfield MP
Co-chairs of the inquiry
The APPGA last looked at how the education system works for children on the autism
spectrum in 2012, when we published The right start.1 It was clear then that for too
many families, securing the right support for their child at school was a very difficult
task, and for some families it became an all-consuming battle. It was apparent that
autism was not well enough understood in schools, and that autism-specific training
and specialist support was not available in all parts of the country where needed.
Since then, the Children and Families Act 2014
has introduced significant reforms to the system
for supporting children with special educational
needs and disabilities (SEND) in England. A large
percentage of these children are on the autism
spectrum. Three years on from the legislation, the
transition to the new system is almost at an end.
However, while the processes around the legal
requirements are new, the problems children and
families face remain in many ways unchanged.
The principles behind the reforms were right,
but there have been significant challenges in the
implementation. While there are problems with the
SEND system that are not specific to children on the
autism spectrum, autistic children and young people
face particular challenges that need to be addressed
by the Government, schools and local authorities if
the reforms are to work as legislators intended.

their autistic children need – this may be a place at a
specialist school, or support to enable them to thrive
and make progress in a mainstream school.

More than one in 100 children are on the autism
spectrum. Members of the APPGA have been
contacted over the last year by constituents who are
struggling to secure the school provision and support

We have heard from parents from across the country
about how hard they have to advocate for support
for their children. We have heard that the necessary
school places are not always available, that children
often have to fail before support is provided, and
that schools often do not make the adjustments that
children on the autism spectrum need in order to
succeed.

We also heard that too many
families face an uphill struggle to
obtain the help and support which
their children are legally entitled to.

We also heard that too many families face an uphill
struggle to obtain the help and support which their
children are legally entitled to. As with all young
people, children on the autism spectrum only
have one childhood. For each child, there is one
opportunity to get it right, and the impact of getting it
wrong can be far-reaching for their later lives.

1

All Party Parliamentary Group on Autism. (2012). The right start: reforming the system for children with autism
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We undertook this inquiry to gain a better
understanding of why so many families are
struggling. We asked questions about how decisions
are made about the provision children and young
people receive, what support those on the autism
spectrum get in school, and how effectively the
reformed SEND system is working for them and their
families.

strategy before the end of 2019 to support local
authorities to become more effective commissioners
for children on the autism spectrum, and make sure
that schools are equipped and welcoming to ensure
that autistic pupils can thrive. Leadership from
ministers will be crucial in driving forward change
and making sure that every child is supported in the
way that the law says they should be.

It is clear to us that making the system work for
children on the autism spectrum, and ensuring that
every child has the opportunity to receive a good
education and achieve their potential, is less about
reforming structures, than creating a clear plan for
making sure that changes are embedded, cultures
in schools are more welcoming and inclusive, and
services work together and with parents to make
sure that every child on the autism spectrum can get
the support they need to thrive at school.
While progress has been made and there is good
practice in some areas, much more is needed. We
welcome the Government’s decision to mandate
autism training as part of Initial Teacher Training
from September 2018 and their ongoing support for
the Autism Education Trust, which provides training
for existing teachers. We want to make sure this
will have the impact needed, and build on these
commitments to make sure that every school is
equipped to support autistic pupils.
We urge the Government to look carefully at our
report and develop a national autism and education
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We urge the Government to look
carefully at our report and develop
a national autism and education
strategy before the end of 2019.
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Introduction

What is autism?
Autism is a lifelong developmental disability
that affects how people perceive the world and
interact with others.
Autism is a spectrum condition. All autistic people
share certain difficulties, but being autistic will
affect them in different ways. Some autistic
people also have learning disabilities, mental
health issues or other conditions, meaning people
need different levels of support. All people on the
autism spectrum learn and develop. With the right
sort of support, all can be helped to live a more
fulfilling life of their own choosing.

Autistic people have persistent difficulties with
social communication and social interaction. They
may also have restricted and repetitive patterns
of behaviours, activities or interests. Many autistic
people experience over- or under-sensitivity
to sounds, touch, tastes, smells, light, colours,
temperatures or pain.2
Around one person in 100 is on the autism
spectrum. Together with their families they make
up over two million people across the UK, or 3,000
in the average parliamentary constituency.3

2

www.autism.org.uk

3

Baird G et al (2006). ‘Prevalence of disorders of the autism spectrum in a population cohort of children in South Thames: the Special Needs and
Autism Project ‘SNAP’. The Lancet
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Recommendations
The Government should develop an autism and
education strategy by the end of 2019 that:
• builds on the inclusion of autism in Initial Teacher
Training courses and on the work of the Autism
Education Trust, and includes a workforce
development plan on autism for the education
system
• includes ongoing funding for the Autism
Education Trust, so they can continue to deliver
autism training to schools
• ensures that autism and SEND more widely are
fully built into professional development for all
head teachers
• makes provision for a specialist curriculum for all
pupils on the autism spectrum who need one
• sets out the types of reasonable adjustments that
may need to be made for children and young
people on the autism spectrum in school to help
ensure they are supported effectively
• sets out strategies for improving autism
awareness and understanding across a whole
school to help reduce bullying and improve
inclusion

Local authorities should:
• develop ‘hubs’, or centres of excellence (which
could be special schools or mainstream schools),
where educators can develop and share their
expertise9
• encourage schools in their area to share good
practice and support each other to support
autistic pupils more effectively
• make sure that schools in their area are taking on
training from the Autism Education Trust.
Schools should:
• encourage staff to make use of existing
resources on autism, such as the MyWorld
teaching resources provided by The National
Autistic Society and training courses delivered by
the Autism Education Trust
• take part in initiatives like Schools’ Autism
Awareness Week to improve awareness and
understanding of autism in their school
• ensure that all school leaders and governors
receive training in autism awareness.

• sets out how special schools and mainstream
schools can better support each other
• sets out a clear procedure for reporting unlawful
exclusions from school
• makes clear which bodies are responsible for
holding schools to account for the education and
support they provide to children on the autism
spectrum.

9

Autism Education Trust. (2011). What is good practice in autism education?
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Recommendations
The Government should develop an autism and
education strategy which:
• sets out the educational provision and support
that children on the autism spectrum are entitled
to, and what good provision looks like, based on
the large amount of evidence that exists. This
should help local decision-makers to see which
type of provision is best suited to each individual
child
• includes modelling to help local authorities
commission provision that meets the full range
of needs of children on the autism spectrum, and
ensures that all types of educational provision
are planned for in every area. This might not
necessarily mean that every area should provide
specialist services, but that arrangements are
in place in neighbouring areas for children who
need more specialised provision
• sets out guidance for local authorities on the
pathway between a diagnosis of autism and the
right educational support

Local authorities should:
• collect and analyse data on the number of
children and young people on the autism
spectrum in their area, and on the profile of their
needs, and use this data to plan and commission
the services they will need. This should be done
in partnership with other local authorities where
it is more efficient, for example for high-cost,
specialised services
• assess whether they have the correct ‘portfolio’
of schools in their area, or neighbouring areas,
to meet the full range of needs of children and
young people on the autism spectrum and
prevent children having to be sent to more distant
and costly school placements
• carry out education, health and care needs
assessments for children with an autism
diagnosis when they are requested, so that a
child who needs an EHC plan has access to one
as early as possible in their school career

• develops pathways between clinical
commissioning groups (CCGs) and local
authorities, so that a diagnosis of autism leads
automatically to a decision about whether a
statutory education, health and care needs
assessment should be carried out

• work with schools where they have placed
children on the autism spectrum to ensure
they are providing a quality education and are
measuring what young people achieve and where
they go after they leave school.

• requires schools to work with local mental health
services to ensure that children on the autism
spectrum receive any mental health support they
need before their mental health problems get
worse

Schools should:

• recognises the role of further education colleges
and ensures they have the resources they need
to support all students who are on the autism
spectrum.

22

• make sure they are measuring the progress of
all pupils on the autism spectrum across the
four areas of need set out in the SEND Code of
Practice
• record where pupils go after they leave school to
help assure themselves that they are equipping
pupils on the autism spectrum for adult life as
effectively as possible.
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What needs to happen
Time and again, the key thing that parents told us
needed to change, was for local authorities and
schools to properly follow the law as set out in the
Children and Families Act and the SEND Code of
Practice, and to be held accountable when they
don’t.
They also expressed concern that they often knew
more about legal duties on local authorities and
schools than local authority staff and school staff.
Accountability and the language of the battlefield
came through very strongly.

Local authorities told us they were financially
stretched, which presents challenges in
implementing the new system effectively. They
also told us that with an increase in the number of
academies and free schools, it had become harder
for them to hold schools to account for the way they
were following the Children and Families Act and the
SEND Code of Practice.

Recommendations
The Government should:

Local authorities should:

• develop an accountability framework that
requires local authorities and schools to be clear
and transparent about their adherence to the
Children and Families Act 2014 and the SEND
Code of Practice

• ensure their staff are trained in the requirements
of the Children and Families Act and the SEND
Code of Practice

• review the funding that is available to local
authorities to support implementation of the
Children and Families Act 2014, and allocate
additional funding if it is needed to help complete
the transition to the new SEND system
• identify and share good practice in
implementation of the Children and Families Act
• require Ofsted to monitor implementation of the
Children and Families Act more closely and report
on it to Parliament annually. After each local area
SEND inspection has taken place, Ofsted should
make a return visit to check that any required
improvements have been made

• ensure that staff are having open and transparent
discussions with parents, providing them with
clear information about available options and
working with them to find suitable packages of
support.
Schools should:
• ensure their staff are trained in the requirements
of the Children and Families Act and the SEND
Code of Practice.

• make the local area SEND inspection programme
permanent, so that each local area is inspected
on a regular basis, not just once during the
current single five year period
• ask the Tribunals Service to publish statistics on
the number of appeals that are accepted by local
authorities within seven days of the hearing date,
and highlight local authority areas where there
are large numbers of late concessions.

30
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Conclusion

For many children on the autism spectrum and
their families, it is a struggle to get the right school
place, an assessment of their needs, additional
support from health services, access to out-of-school
support, and other support. We heard that, for some
children, their educational experience becomes a
pathway of failure.
Ensuring the proper and full implementation of
the Children and Families Act will go some way to
addressing this, and many of our recommendations
focus on how to make that happen. The reforms the
Act introduced are the right reforms, based on the
right principles, but our inquiry highlighted that more
trust, expertise and resources are urgently required.
However, even if progress is made in implementing
the Act, key challenges will remain for local
authorities, schools and teachers, in making sure
that autistic children and young people get the right
support to thrive at school.
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Notably, the Department for Education has to work
with training providers, councils and schools to ensure
that understanding of autism is embedded at every
level of the system to support a cultural change in
making sure the right help is sought out and provided
for autistic children as they access education.
More widely, at national, regional and local level,
action is needed to make sure there is a better and
more ambitious vision of ‘what good looks like’ for
children and young people on the autism spectrum.
It is also necessary to make sure the right portfolio of
provision is available so that autistic children can be
supported and educated in an environment that is the
most appropriate for their needs.
The Government should be ambitious for these
children and young people, which is why we are
calling on them to develop a national strategy on
autism and education so that the system is set up for
every autistic child or young person to be supported
to achieve their potential.

31

Summary of recommendations
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The Government needs to:
• Develop a national autism and education strategy by the end of 2019 that:
• builds on the inclusion of autism in Initial Teacher Training courses and on the
work of the Autism Education Trust, and includes a workforce development
plan on autism for the education system
• includes ongoing funding for the Autism Education Trust, so they can continue
to deliver autism training to schools
• ensures that autism, and SEND more widely, are fully built into professional
development for all head teachers
• makes provision for a specialist curriculum for all pupils on the autism
spectrum who need one
• sets out the types of reasonable adjustments that may be needed for children
and young people on the autism spectrum in school, to help ensure they are
supported effectively
• sets out strategies for improving autism awareness and understanding across
a whole school to help reduce bullying and improve inclusion
• sets out how special schools and mainstream schools can better support
each other
• sets out a clear procedure for reporting unlawful exclusions from school
• makes clear which bodies are responsible for holding schools to account for
the education and support they provide to children on the autism spectrum
• sets out the educational provision and support that children on the autism
spectrum are entitled to, and what good provision looks like, based on the
large amount of evidence that exists. This should help local decision-makers
see which type of provision is best suited to each individual child
• includes modelling to help local authorities commission provision that meets
the full range of needs of children on the autism spectrum, and ensures that
all types of educational provision are planned for in every area. This might not
necessarily mean that every area should provide specialist services, but that
arrangements should be in place in neighbouring areas for children who need
more specialised provision
• sets out guidance for local authorities on the pathway between a diagnosis of
autism and the right educational support
• develops pathways between clinical commissioning groups (CCGs) and local
authorities, so that a diagnosis of autism leads automatically to a decision
about whether a statutory education, health and care needs assessment
should be carried out
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• requires schools to work with local mental health services to ensure that
children on the autism spectrum receive any mental health support they need
before their mental health problems get worse
• recognises the role of further education colleges and ensures they have the
resources they need to support all students who are on the autism spectrum.
• develop an accountability framework that requires local authorities and schools
to be clear and transparent about their adherence to the Children and Families
Act 2014 and the SEND Code of Practice
• review the funding that is available to local authorities to support implementation
of the Children and Families Act 2014, and allocate additional funding if it is
needed to help complete the transition to the new SEND system
• identify and share good practice in implementation of the Children and Families
Act
• require Ofsted to monitor implementation of the Children and Families Act
more closely and report on it to Parliament annually. After each local area SEND
inspection has taken place, Ofsted should make a return visit to check that any
required improvements have been made
• make the local area SEND inspection programme permanent, so that each local
area is inspected on a regular basis, not just once during the current single five
year period
• ask the Tribunals Service to publish statistics on the number of appeals that are
accepted by local authorities within seven days of the hearing date, and highlight
local authority areas where there are large numbers of late concessions.

Local authorities need to:
• develop ‘hubs’, or centres of excellence (which could be special schools or
mainstream schools), where educators can develop and share their expertise
• encourage schools in their area to share good practice and support each other to
support autistic pupils more effectively
• make sure schools in their area are taking on training from the Autism Education
Trust
• collect and analyse data on the number of children and young people on the
autism spectrum in their area, and on the profile of their needs, and use this
data to plan and commission the services they will need. This should be done in
partnership with other local authorities where it is more efficient, for example for
high-cost, specialised services

34
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• assess whether they have the correct portfolio of schools in their area, or
neighbouring areas, to meet the full range of needs of children and young people
on the autism spectrum and to prevent children having to be sent to more distant
and costly school placements
• carry out education, health and care needs assessments for children with an
autism diagnosis when they are requested, so that a child who needs an EHC
plan has access to one as early as possible in their school career
• work with schools where they have placed children on the autism spectrum to
make sure they are providing a quality education and are measuring what young
people achieve and where they go after they leave school
• ensure their staff are trained in the requirements of the Children and Families Act
and the SEND Code of Practice
• ensure that staff are having open and transparent discussions with parents,
providing them with clear information about available options and working with
them to find suitable packages of support.

Schools need to:
• encourage staff to make use of existing resources on autism, such as the
MyWorld teaching resources provided by The National Autistic Society and
materials produced by the Autism Education Trust
• take part in initiatives like Schools’ Autism Awareness Week to improve
awareness and understanding of autism in their school
• ensure that all school governors receive training in autism awareness
• make sure they are measuring the progress of all pupils on the autism spectrum
across the four areas of need set out in the SEND Code of Practice, and that
they are recording where young people go after they leave school to help assure
themselves that they are equipping pupils on the autism spectrum as effectively
as possible for adult life
• make sure their staff are trained in the requirements of the Children and Families
Act and the SEND Code of Practice.
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About this report
This report is based on an inquiry conducted by the All Party Parliamentary Group on Autism (APPGA)
between April 2017 and July 2017. This included three online surveys, completed by 176 young people on
the autism spectrum, 2,573 parents and carers, and 308 teachers from across England.
MPs and peers also heard oral evidence during three evidence sessions at the House of Commons from
young people on the autism spectrum, parents, teachers and other practitioners, inspectors, elected
councillors, and other professionals.
The APPGA also received a number of written submissions from individuals and organisations.

EVIDENCE SESSIONS
Oral evidence session one

Oral evidence session two

Tuesday 18 April 2017

Tuesday 11 July 2017

Panel:

Panel:

Huw Merriman MP (Chair)

Maria Caulfield MP (Chair)

Maria Caulfield MP

Thangam Debbonaire MP

Rt Hon Cheryl Gillan MP

Rt Hon Cheryl Gillan MP

Lord Lucas

Huw Merriman MP

Lord Sterling

Lord Maginnis

Justin Cooke, Ambitious about Autism

Lord Sterling

Sarah Lambert, The National Autistic Society

Baroness Uddin

Professor Liz Pellicano, Centre for Research
on Autism and Education (CRAE)

Lord Warner

Witnesses:

Sarah Lambert, The National Autistic Society

Councillor Anntoinette Bramble, Cabinet Member for
Children’s Services, London Borough of Hackney

Witnesses:

Dr Vivian Hill, Educational psychologist, British
Psychological Society and UCL Institute of Education

Nigel Evans, Ofsted

Justin Cooke, Ambitious about Autism

Matthew Barnes, Ofsted

Catherine Mackinlay, Parent

Monica Gaweda, Swiss Cottage Special School

Julie Newman,
Learning in Harmony Multi-Academy Trust

Jacqui Ver Loren Van Themaat,
Swiss Cottage Special School

Dianne Rochford,
Learning in Harmony Multi-Academy Trust

Sharonne Horlock, Parent,
SENCO at Impington Village College,
Member of NAHT Autism and Girls Forum

Councillor Richard Watts, Chair,
Local Government Association Children’s Board

Bob Lowndes, Director, Autism Education Trust
Lauren Goldsmith,
National Autistic Society Young Ambassador
Sam Tanner,
National Autistic Society Young Ambassador
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The National Autistic Society is the UK’s leading autism charity.
Since we began over 50 years ago, we have been pioneering new ways
to support people and understand autism. We continue to learn every
day from the children and adults we support in our schools and care
services.
Based on our experience, and with support from our members, donors
and volunteers, we provide life-changing information and advice to
millions of autistic people, their families and friends. And we support
professionals, politicians and the public to understand autism better so
that more autistic people of all ages can be understood, supported and
appreciated for who they are.
Until everyone understands.
www.autism.org.uk
Ambitious about Autism is the national charity for children and
young people with autism. We provide services, raise awareness and
understanding, and campaign for change.
Through TreeHouse School, The Rise School and Ambitious College we
offer specialist education and support. Our ambition is to make the
ordinary possible for more children and young people with autism.
www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk
The Centre for Research in Autism and Education (CRAE) is a
partnership between UCL Institute of Education, the leading centre for
education and social research in the UK, and Ambitious about Autism,
the national charity for autistic children and young people.
CRAE conduct groundbreaking scientific research to enhance knowledge
about interventions, education and outcomes for autistic children, young
people and adults; ensuring this knowledge is effectively translated so
that it can make a real difference to people’s everyday lives.
CRAE also work with the autism community (including autistic people,
their families, and the professionals who work with them) to promote
awareness, and acceptance, of autism. The Centre is generously
supported by funding from the Pears Foundation.
crae.ioe.ac.uk
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