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This briefing outlines some of the experience of autistic children and their families during the 
pandemic and some suggested questions for Committee Members at the scrutiny session on 
Friday 12th June.   
 
The National Autistic Society Scotland is here to transform lives, change attitudes and create a 
society that works for autistic people. We transform lives by providing support, information and 
practical advice for the 58,000 autistic adults and children in Scotland, as well as their family 
members and carers. We change attitudes by improving public understanding of autism and the 
difficulties many autistic people face. We also work closely with businesses, local authorities and 
government to help them provide more autism-friendly spaces, deliver better services and improve 
laws.  
 
1. Impact of Covid-19 on autistic children and their families 
There are close to 10,000 autistic children (0-16) in Scotland.1 Our contact with families of autistic 
children through our Education Rights Service and our helpline has shown that the impact of the 
pandemic and lockdown has varied considerably. 
 
The change to daily life and strict restrictions resulting from the lockdown have been very challenging 
for many autistic children and families. The routine and structure that school provides is comforting 
and empowering for many autistic children and its removal has led to distress and upset for many 
and even challenging behaviour in some cases.  
 
A third of autistic people also have a learning disability and many have mental health difficulties 
including intense anxiety. This has been exacerbated as some autistic children may have a very 
limited understanding of the pandemic and the reasoning behind some of the restrictions. 
 
In many cases parents have struggled to cope - juggling home schooling and working from home 
with varying degrees of success. In addition, education for many autistic children is by its very nature 
often very specialised and parents do not always have the skills to be able to teach as expertly as 
specialist teachers and specialists classroom assistants. 
 
Families have also reported that some home education packages received from schools have been 
generic and not differentiated for their child’s individual needs, so they have struggled to home 
school effectively. 
 
Suggested question: Will the Government look to conduct research into the experience of autistic 
children and indeed children with ASN more broadly as to their experience during the pandemic so 
that we are able to target interventions more effectively in the future? 
 
2. Creating an individualised plan to aid transition back into school 
Many autistic children and families will need individualised planning to aid transition back into school 
which could be extremely challenging for many. During the lockdown many autistic children will 
have: 
• Settled into a very different routine. 
• Had much less social contact with other children and adults. 
• Been affected by the virus itself whether through illness of a parent or relative or even a 

bereavement. This may be particularly distressing if a relative who is part of their circle of support 
sadly dies. 

• Enjoyed being at home and closer to family and parents in particular. They may be very anxious 
about returning to school. 

                                                           
1 P19 Microsegmentation Analysis, Scottish Government, 2011 

https://www.autism.org.uk/services/scotland.aspx


 
These factors combined mean that many autistic children will find returning to school in August 
difficult and in some cases even distressing. A supportive, personalised and tailored approach is 
therefore critical. 
 
Suggested question: What assurances can the Deputy First Minister give an individualised transition 
plan is in place for all autistic children  that require one to aid them in returning to school?   
 
3. Best practice in aiding transition back into school 
It is critical schools proactively consider the types of adaptions and support needed to smooth 
transition back into school. The National Autism Implementation Team (NAIT)2 has produced 8 key 
messages for schools. They are: 
1. Anticipate adjustments and adaptations that may need to be made. 
2. Listen to parents about the experience of their child during lockdown. 
3. Provide predictability in people and activities. 
4. Use visual supports – for example videos/pictures of new classroom layouts. 
5. Provide a Safe Space. 
6. Plan for movement breaks. 
7. Seek to understand distressed behaviour. 
8. Identify two key adults in school to meet with child and family prior to returning and discuss.  
 
We welcome the key messages developed by NAIT together with the good practice examples they 
provide such as creating film tours which show how the environment has changed or offering phased 
returns. We are concerned however that this good practice will not be followed across all schools. 
 
Suggested question: What work is being undertaken to ensure that that schools are consistently 
applying good practice in supporting autistic children to return to school and engaging with parents 
meaningfully? 
 
4. Ensuring Blended learning works for autistic children 
The ‘Strategic Framework for opening schools’ is clear that the way forward is a blended model of 
in-school and in-home learning and that consideration will be given to those children with ASN. This 
inclusion is welcome but we are yet to see what good practice in blended learning looks like and 
how it will overcome some of the barriers detailed in this briefing. In addition, we would advise close 
monitoring of this. 
 
Suggested question: Can the Deputy First Minister confirm that thought is being given as to how 
blended learning will work for autistic children and others with ASN and how good practice will be 
cascaded throughout Scotland? 
 
5. Reducing the exclusion of autistic children  
Our report ‘Not Included, Not Engaged, Not Involved’ produced with partners Scottish Autism, and 
Children in Scotland found that a third of parents reported that their Autistic son or daughter had 
been excluded from school, often unlawfully. The route causes of these exclusions was in the main 
a lack of autism awareness and understanding leading to inappropriate or a lack of support or 
adaptations.   
 
The Scottish Government and other bodies have acknowledged the findings from the report and we 
understand that there will be a focus on autism awareness as part of Initial Teacher Education. This 
has not been announced publicly and we are concerned that it has slipped as a priority. 
 
 

                                                           
2 NAIT is a cross sector partnership set up to support the delivery of the Scottish Strategy for Autism: Outcomes and Priorities 2018-2021. They are 
a team of Education, Speech and Language Therapy, Occupational Therapy and Psychiatry professionals based at Queen Margaret University. 

https://www.notengaged.com/


Suggested question: What steps are the Government taking to tackle the high exclusion rate of 
autistic children as highlighted by National Autistic Society Scotland, Children in Scotland and 
Scottish Autism? 
 
Contact: Rob Holland, External Affairs Manager.  


