
Design an autism-friendly school, classroom and plan for a day including an activity.  Write a 2000 

word reflective commentary to explain why you have chosen to create it in this particular way. 

By Louisa Quinn (BA Geography) 

Introduction 

This essay outlines suggestions for an autism-friendly mainstream secondary school which 

specifically meets the case study Mia’s needs. I have added a sensory profile to Mia so the school 

can take into consideration her sensory needs. The four sections in the essay consider: autism 

characteristics and theories; the whole school approach; the classroom design; and an example plan 

for a day. Through these, I hope to understand autism better and develop adaptations mainstream 

schools can make to support autistic pupils. I have chosen to consider mainstream secondary schools 

because I wish to become a Geography teacher and that is where I would likely teach. The Centre for 

Research in Autism and Education (n.d.) suggests around “70% of children on the autism spectrum 

attend mainstream schools” making it very likely that, over my career, I will teach many autistic 

children. Therefore, through my research and design suggestions, I hope that, when I am a teacher, I 

will understand autism better and have at my disposal a range of possible methods to help my 

students.  

Autism Characteristics and Theories 

Discussions of autism must always consider the great variation between autistic individuals. In this 

section I will examine common characteristics of autism and consider the Theory of Mind, but I note 

that autism is a spectrum and each autistic individual is unique and therefore not all will experience 

all the characteristics, nor to the same extent.  

Autism is diagnosed using the Triad of Impairments, which suggests there are three impairments 

autistic individuals share: social interaction; communication; restricted patterns of behaviour, 

interests and activities (Milton, 2012, pp. 2). Frith, Happé and Siddons (1994, pp. 104) state social 



“impairment is the defining characteristic of autism” which is intriguing because it is one third of the 

Triad of Impairments, not the “defining characteristic” and therefore suggests a misrepresentation 

of autism in some academic texts. Indeed, this misrepresentation is further illustrated by Kossyvaki 

and Papoudi (2016, pp. 46) who suggest “children with autism have poor quality friendships”. This 

statement is sweeping, does not leave room for exceptions and seems to judge autistic children’s 

friendships using their own parameters, not necessarily the child’s. The quote is suggesting autistic 

children can face social difficulties, a characteristic of autism, which may cause challenges in 

friendships. However, the language used here, and in multiple other academic texts is negative and 

predisposed to the worldview of a non-autistic individual. Therefore, texts should be read with 

consideration of this possible bias. 

Another characteristic many autistic individuals experience are “sensory processing problems” 

(Myles et al. 2004, pp. 288). Iarocci and McDonald (2006, pp. 77) suggest “persons with autism 

process sensory information in a way that is different from others” indicating the need to 

understand the autistic individual’s way of processing sensory information. The National Autistic 

Society (2018b) explain how senses can be over-sensitive or under-sensitive or both at varying times 

in autistic individuals and that this can impact their behaviour. Therefore, when designing autism-

friendly environments, it is important to take individual’s sensory needs into account. 

Multiple theories surround autism, but I will only discuss one in this short section. The Theory of 

Mind suggests autistic individuals’ difficulties with empathy and imagining the thoughts and feelings 

of others, which help predict others’ behaviour and is something autistic individuals stereotypically 

have difficulty with (Milton, 2012, pp. 3). Milton, (2012, pp. 3), however, critiques this model of 

viewing autism, by suggesting the deficit the Theory of Mind suggests “is more to do with a 

breakdown in communication between two people who process information differently” than the 

‘problem’ being solely with the autistic individual. This double empathy problem suggests that both 

autistic individuals and non-autistic individuals cannot empathise with each other because they think 



differently. Roth and Rezaie (2010, pp. 227) further criticise the Theory of Mind for not adequately 

addressing “the distinctive non-social symptoms in autism, particularly the repetitive behaviours and 

stereotyped interests” which suggests the theory is limited. Therefore multiple theories should be 

considered when choosing which intervention methods are best. 

Whole School Approach 

The Equality Act 2010 protects disabled people from discrimination and the Children and Families 

Act 2014 “reformed the system for supporting children with special educational needs and 

disabilities” (National Autistic Society, 2018a, pp. 2) in England, which shows there is legislation in 

place to ensure the fair and equal treatment of all students. However, a “report by the All Party 

Parliamentary Group on Autism found that too many children on the autism spectrum are being let 

down by the education system and held back from achieving their potential” (National Autism 

Society, 2018a, pp. 2) which indicates that many schools are not equipped to comply with the 

legislation. In this section I offer suggestions for how a school could meet the needs of the case 

study of Mia on a whole school level and therefore fulfil the legislation’s requirements. 

School Design 
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Figure 1 – Birds Eye View of the Whole School 

Feature 

number 

Reason for this feature 

 

 

The school has a large sports facility which is good for Mia because she loves to be active 

and the wide range of sport and equipment available support this. 

 

 

 

The school has a dedicated Learning Support Centre, which is a space for individual and 

group intervention. The building interior is bright and has areas of quiet and busyness. 

Mia attends the busy areas because she dislikes dark and secluded places. 

 

 

 

The school has a large food area, where Mia can have lunch with her 

friend/s. The kitchen serves healthy food, which meets Mia’s 

preference of a healthy meal. They use a dividing plate to serve her food, because Mia 

likes her food to be presented in a certain way. 

 

 

 

The school has a large outdoor space which is a mixture of grass and tarmac, meaning in 

the winter months Mia still has space to be active in at breaktimes, even when the grass 

is wet. 
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Teacher Training 

I consider teacher training one of the most important ways of making mainstream schools autism-

friendly because it can help teachers understand autism better and therefore respond appropriately. 

Milton (2014, pp. 9) suggests “distress can be ignored when viewed as an inappropriate behaviour” 

which illustrates how misunderstanding the actions of autistic children can lead to 

miscommunication and potentially damaging actions: I once witnessed a teacher yell at an autistic 

child having a meltdown, which worsened the situation. Had she received appropriate training on 

autism and understood this child’s needs, the situation could have been dealt with better. Goodall, 

(2015, pp. 318) suggests training can increase teacher confidence and that this is “a foundation on 

which to build successful practice” further indicating how training is an effective way to support 

teachers in inclusive classrooms.  

In addition to generic teacher training on autism, it is also important to have specific training for 

individual children, because every autistic child is unique and will need different support. For 

example, Mia really dislikes being in trouble and values appreciation and fairness. Communicating 

these things to her teachers and recommending methods to handle these can be part of the training. 

Such a method could be communicating gently to Mia if she misbehaves. 

 

 

Additional features 

The school buildings are arranged by subject and purpose, which gives the school’s design structure 

and this helps Mia feel more secure at school because she finds structure reassuring. There are also 

wide corridors, which make class change over time less chaotic and mean Mia is not forced to touch 

anyone she does not choose to. 



School Leadership and Ethos 

The school’s leadership is also an essential part to creating an autism-friendly school because it is 

key in setting the tone of the whole school. Isenbarger and Zembylas (2006, pp. 127) reveal “the 

difficulties in persuading colleagues to look past a student’s behaviour to its cause” which indicates 

that the good intentions of one teacher can have little effect. What is needed is leadership to 

“empower staff to ensure they have the confidence to be inclusive practitioners working with a 

diverse range of children” (Goodall, 2015, pp. 315). In addition, the school ethos also “cascades 

downwards from leadership, shaping teacher beliefs and transforming inclusive practice” (Goodall, 

2015, pp. 315). This reveals the importance strong inclusive leadership and ethos can have in a 

mainstream school. Guidance and support given and expected by leadership encourages teachers to 

enact this in their classrooms and thus makes the school more autism-friendly because a more 

inclusive environment is created. 

Such leadership and ethos benefits Mia because her teachers are encouraged by the leadership to 

adapt their classes to suit her needs. For example, communication between teachers moderated by 

the leadership has meant Mia’s relationships with fellow pupils has been shared. This means her 

teachers can ensure she shares her table with those she gets on with, making her more comfortable 

in class. 

Classroom Design 

 

 

 

 

 

Textbook Cupboard: 

Mia’s seat is in close proximity to the 

textbook cupboard meaning the 

teacher frequently asks her to help 

hand them out, which gives her a 

responsibility. 

Mia’s seat: 

Mia is on a table of four to reduce the 

likelihood of personality clashes. 

Her seat is at the back of the room 

near the door which she prefers. 

The group tables also encourages 

teamwork, which Mia enjoys. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Environment Design 

Figure 2 and 3 suggest simple alterations a mainstream classroom can make to better accommodate 

Mia. I believe it is important to acknowledge that in mainstream environments money can be a 

barrier to creating environments used in special schools. Therefore using low-cost methods such as 

having the desks arranged in a certain way, a suitable seating plan and/or awareness of classroom 

displays to positively change an environment to suit a child is important. As a Geographer myself, I 

consider the way space is used in schools highly important to effective teaching. Macpherson (2010) 

uses the term body-landscape relations to express how environments themselves can disable 

bodies. Many can view disabilities such as autism as “solely biological givens” (Macpherson, 2010, 

Plain wall by the test 

desk, so if Mia looks 

around when 

nervous, she cannot 

be accused of 

cheating. 

Mia does not 

personally find 

visual displays 

distracting, so the 

classroom can 

feature them. 

Mia’s work is shown on this wall. By 

displaying her work, her geography teacher 

shows she values Mia’s contribution. 

Figure 3 – The Geography Classroom’s Four Walls 



pp. 4) and not consider how the environment they are in impacts their behaviour. Milton (2012, pp. 

10) also reflects this view, suggesting that the problems may not be with only the autistic person, 

but “the world in which they inhabit”. 

Classroom Assistant 

A Teaching Assistant (TA) is present in all of Mia’s classes to support her and the other children’s 

needs. Cremin, Thomas and Vincett (2005, pp. 415) suggest the “most common option for teachers 

is to give assistants responsibility for particular children”. However, in Mia’s classes, the TA and 

teacher use a strategy called Reflective Teamwork to more effectively serve her needs and those of 

her peers. In this strategy, the TA and the teacher “develop and advance the ways in which they will 

work together as a team” (Cremin, Thomas and Vincett, 2005, pp. 416). This strategy helps Mia 

because the TA is able to use her relationship with Mia to understand how classes can better suit her 

needs. She can then communicate this to the teacher who can build this knowledge into her lesson 

planning. For example, the TA reminds the teacher to give Mia homework slips, which help her stay 

organised. Additionally, this strategy is beneficial to other pupils in the class because the TA can 

communicate their needs too. Cremin, Thomas and Vincett (2005, pp. 425) reflected that this 

strategy made the teacher in their research “think more deeply about planning, and she adapted her 

teaching following conversations with the assistant” indicating the value of this strategy. 



Plan for the Day 

 

Figure 4 – Mia’s Monday Visual Timetable 

 

Visual Timetable 

Figure 4 is Mia’s visual timetable for Mondays. The National Autistic Society (2018c, para. 2) explain 

how visual “supports can help to provide structure and routine” among other benefits, both of 

which are important things to Mia. Additionally, they “can make communication physical and 

consistent, rather than fleeting and inconsistent like spoken words can be” (National Autistic Society, 

2018c, para. 2) and this helps Mia feel more in control, which is helpful to her. In addition to this, on 

any given day, Mia has the same TA with her through the day, which helps with consistency and the 

building of relationships. If there are any changes to Mia’s timetable which are unavoidable, such as 

a fire alarm drill, this TA is able to explain these to her and help her cope with the change. 

Hockey is one of Mia’s favourite 

sports, so the visual representation 

of P.E includes a hockey stick. 

The rainbow 

encourages Mia to 

think positively about 

her intervention time. 



 

Interventions 

During Mia’s Monday, she has three available interventions. At breaktimes, the Learning Centre has 

areas to play, because many interventions emphasise the “importance of teaching play skills in 

pupils with autism” (Kossyvaki and Papoudi, 2016, pp. 58). This play intervention is a choice 

individual pupils can make whether to attend or not, but is provided as a constant breaktime space. 

Mia personally likes to be very active and often spends her breaks in the outdoor space with her 

friends. However, during wet weather, she and her friends utilise the space provided in the Learning 

Centre. 

At lunchtimes, the school offers a wide range of lunchtime clubs, including sports clubs, which Mia 

prefers. Bond et. al (2016, pp. 312) suggest “naturalistic proximity based lunchtime clubs” are a valid 

intervention which are a good peer-mediated intervention, helping autistic children to develop social 

skills. Therefore, when Mia joined the school, she was directed towards these lunchtime clubs and is 

now an active member. On Mondays, after eating a healthy lunch with her friends, she changes into 

her P.E. kit and does Hockey club. Afterwards, she is able to remain in her kit for her P.E. class. 

Period 5 on a Monday, Mia has an hour Relationship Development Intervention (RDI), which aims to 

build “functional relationships” (Milton, 2014, pp. 10). Through this intervention, the school hopes 

to improve Mia’s quality of life by building on her social skills (Milton, 2014). Mia’s friends are very 

important to her and arguments with them upset her a lot. Therefore, this intervention aims to help 

her strengthen her friendships and builds trust with the TAs who work with her, so that she can 

confide in them and feel supported. In addition to RDI, Intensive Interaction is also used during 

intervention time, which aims to improve Mia’s communication and build “trust and rapport on the 

child’s own terms” (Milton, 2014).  

 



Conclusion 

In conclusion, my research has shown me that there are multiple methods that can be put in place to 

help autistic children like Mia. Milton (2012, pp. 1) encourages the reader “to never think that they 

understand autism”. He also writes interventions and strategies depend “on the child” (Milton, 

2014, pp. 12)  and adaptability will be essential in teaching. However, my research has given me, if 

not a complete understanding of autism, then certainly a better one. It has encouraged me to, as a 

teacher, seek guidance from leadership, parents, the children themselves and any other sources I 

can access to ensure the best experience possible for the children in my care.  
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Mia’s Sensory Profile 
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