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POLICY TOWARDS SUPPORTING STUDENTS WITH HIGH FUNCTIONING AUTISM 
 
PROMOTING A POSITIVE AND INCLUSIVE APPROACH 

 
Overview 
 
Autism is a true spectrum of need and Breckenbrough students sit within certain aspects of this spectrum and are 
often termed as ‘high functioning’. To the untrained eye, it can sometimes be difficult to identify the Autism within 
our students because they can initially present as neurotypical. In addition, many of our cohort have become adept 
and skilled in masking their Autistic traits in order to conform and survive mainstream education and society in 
general.  
 
However, despite this initial presentation, our students have the Triad of Impairments where by those with Autism 
have difficulties with; 

 Social and Emotional Issues; they have difficulty in understanding, making and maintaining friendships and 
working as a team. 

 Language and Communication; they understand language literally and find it difficult to interpret body 
language and facial expressions. 

 Flexibility of Thought; struggling with change, generalising social situations and being able to empathise. 
 

The Triad of Impairments provides a broad overview of Autism and within this there are specific areas of need that 
are common to those with a diagnosis. 

 People with Autism can experience sensory issues and be either hyper or hypo sensitive to noise, taste, light, 
smell or touch. 

 Many people with Autism experience difficulties with their executive functioning; the group of complex 
mental processes and cognitive abilities that allow us to organise ourselves and manage our time. 

 Weak central coherence; people with Autism can struggle to understand or identify the context or ‘the 
bigger picture’.  

 
A Positive Approach 
 
At Breckenbrough School, we interpret Autism as a loose label to include a wide variety of traits with similar 
characteristics along a continuum. We do not like to refer to Autism as ASD, preferring ASC, because we feel that to 
categorise Autism as a ‘disorder’ has negative connotations, which can transmit to our students. We feel that the 
concept generates the idea of an illness or condition that cannot be addressed constructively.   Many of our students 
arrive at Breckenbrough viewing their diagnosis with negativity, as a stigma or ‘curse’ imposed upon them. We work 
hard in supporting such students to appreciate the gifts that come with a diagnosis of ASC, whilst also acknowledging 
the deficits they need to address during their time in school. It is important to note that we often come across new 
students with a diagnosis of ASC, who justify anti-social behaviour with their diagnosis and say ‘It is because of my 
Autism, I cannot change’. We know that this is not true and that with support and guidance effective change can and 
will occur. 
 
We appreciate that young people with ASC have to cope with a number of genetic frustrations but we also believe 
that they have a large number of advantages. For example, most are very clear about what they like, they are good 
at occupying their time and have interests. As one of our ‘old boys’ amusingly put it, “It is great being Autistic 
because it means I can be pedantic all my life.”  
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We also know from experience that young people with ASC can improve their social skills, learn to adapt to and 
manage change and become much more comfortable with themselves and more sensitive to the needs of others. 
 
An Inclusive Environment 
 
Not all of our students are diagnosed with ASC. Some of our cohort are diagnosed with ADHD, have a primary need 
of SEMH or are diagnosed with other complex needs, whilst others have simply had problems with the approach in 
mainstream schools. We feel that it is a strength of the school that we do not have a culture or approach exclusively 
designed for or focused on ASC. Our ASC students learn from the other students, developing their social skills in real 
situations, which results in the development of genuine friendships with a variety of personalities. It is of course, also 
of benefit to the other students to learn to understand ASC, appreciate the difficulties and help and support their 
peers in overcoming their barriers.  
 
As well as being inclusive, the ethos and approach is dynamic and flexible, which would appear to be a threat to ASC 
students. However, beneath this flexibility there is a firm stable basis to the school day. One of our core values is to 
build positive working relationships, focus on holistic achievement and to build for the future. Thus, there is a 
consistent message and basis to motivate all our students to learn to adapt and evolve in order to succeed.  
 
Our aim is for our students to be in a position to make the successful transition from Breckenbrough and thrive as 
adults. The vast majority of our students succeed in their next steps, both academically and socially after 
Breckenbrough.  This success is confirmation and evidence of the effectiveness of our inclusive environment and 
approach. 
 
Celebrating Individuality 
 
Whilst at the core of our work there is the common purpose of gaining academic and social success and building for 
the future, all our students are valued as individuals and encouraged to be themselves. We do not see ASC people as 
a ‘type’, all of whom need to be treated in the same way with the same methods. 
 
Our staff are aware of the diagnosis of an ASC student, but will try not to have pre-determined expectations or 
attitudes towards them. Our experience is that whilst there are common characteristics of behaviour, these 
characteristics manifest themselves in a wide variety of ways and to varying levels.  
 
We support all our students to be themselves and to follow their interests, but to recognise the impact of their 
behaviour on those around them. We encourage all our students to take an interest in others and to be supportive 
of the needs of others in the school community. Whilst we respect their individuality and encourage the students to 
be themselves, we build a recognition that we all have to respect others and develop tolerance and understanding. 
 
Flexibility and Space 
 
We are able to encourage individuality through our high staff ratios, small teaching groups and the physical and 
mental space we are able to provide in our environment. With our low student numbers, we are able to understand 
and appreciate in detail the needs of all our students. We are able to observe how each of our students ‘tick’; what 
their likes and dislikes are, the triggers for frustrations and how to support them in crisis. All staff approach the 
students in a similar manner; encouraging and directing, using precise language and clear explanations. 
 
The patterns of behaviour for our students can change, sometimes overnight. We strive to be flexible and to adapt 
our approach and strategies in a very short time. When a student becomes frustrated, he is taught how to control it, 
to go somewhere where he is comfortable and to return when calmer to resolve the situation in a constructive 
manner. The school has plenty of space to allow this to occur without putting the student or others at risk. 
Throughout such situations, the staff team model calmness and how to manage oneself during a crisis. 
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Student Voice and Varied Perceptions 
 
We feel it is important that all students have a voice, including as an outlet for their frustrations and anxieties. We 
listen sympathetically and understand the logic of theirs view, even when perceptions differ regarding what has 
taken place. We support students in coming to terms with their issues and help them in developing strategies to 
manage their anxieties and conflicts in social situations. We guide students towards accepting where there might be 
flaws in their argument or where their perception may differ from others. We aim to guide the students in finding 
constructive solutions to their issues and finding realistic and effective resolutions to move things forward. 
 
Empathy  
 
It is a misconception that people with ASC do not feel empathy for others, though many of our students need 
support in empathising with others. In our everyday dealings and within the formal curriculum, we build within the 
students the ability to empathise and appreciate the needs of others. When they are expressing their own feelings, 
they are encouraged to acknowledge and respect the feelings of others. 
 
Coping with Change 
 
Breckenbrough strives to be a stable and caring environment with consistent structures in place. Within that stability 
there is constant change; new timetables, new students arriving, new staff, poor weather impacting upon outdoor 
education plans, absent staff and all the myriad of things that can happen in any school. We deliberately do not seek 
to protect our students from change, seeking instead to prepare them for change, whilst also teaching them to 
accept that there will be unplanned changes in their life and there are strategies to deal with such situations.  
 
Fear of Failure 
 
It is a common trait within school for our students to have an intense fear of failure, which can result in a phobic 
reaction to making mistakes. Academic achievement can be the source of a student’s self-esteem with a mistake 
proving they are ‘thick’ and worthless. This can result in a student being unwilling to attempt a task they view as 
challenging, just in case they are unsuccessful. As a staff team, we need to be mindful in how we address any 
mistakes made by a student, including when marking academic work. It is crucial that as significant adults, every 
member of staff models a calm response when we make a mistake thus communicating that this is a manageable 
part of daily life. 
 
Executive Functioning 
 
Many of our students with ASC experience difficulties with their executive functioning and require specific support in 
organising their time and daily routines. Advances in technology, especially smartphones, are supportive in enabling 
our students with resources that will help them to manage their daily routines in adult life. However, it is the role of 
staff within school to act as ‘executive secretaries’ to support those students who struggle in navigating each day. 
 
Therapeutic Support 
 
The onsite availability of a Psychologist assists in providing an individual psychological assessment, with subsequent 
treatment such as Cognitive Behaviour Therapy. The Psychologist works with students on an individual level and is 
instrumental in supporting the students in developing their understanding of themselves and identifying strategies 
for managing their anxiety levels in the future. 
The onsite availability of an SI trained Occupational Therapist assists in providing students with therapeutic input to 
support their sensory regulation. These interventions aim to support students in identifying when they are 
dysregulated and providing them with techniques they can utilise independently to regulate. 
A speech and language therapist (SALT) forms part of our onsite therapeutic team, working with those students with 
identified EHCP provision, whilst also being on hand to support all our cohort with their communication needs. 
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As a staff team, we are constantly looking at ways to improve our understanding and working practices. The finest 
and most effective training comes by learning from our students on a daily basis. 
 
Working at Breckenbrough, we must never lose sight of a phrase that is popular within the Autistic community: 
 

“If you’ve met one person with Autism, you’ve met one person with Autism”. 
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