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“This guide is very helpful for all professionals, particularly teaching staff and parent/carers in their role in how best to support autistic children and young people. It is based on research evidence, providing clear and pragmatic strategies.”

Karin Twiss,
 Senior Educational Psychologist and Strategic Lead
 for Autism and Neurodevelopmental Conditions




“Plum Hutton makes the learning process dynamic, and understood within a real context, using a delightful story that children (8–12 years) and families will enjoy. The first parts of the story reflect the ‘too frequent’ and unnecessary challenges that many autistic children and their families will likely have experienced before gaining the necessary support and understanding. The story is positive and upbeat, and the experience of reading it, particularly with the activities and ideas [in the guidebook], promotes the compassion, understanding, thought and optimism that are such key ingredients for supporting and embracing neurodiversity.”

Caro Strover,
 Educational Psychologist






Supporting Autism and Social Communication Difficulties in Mainstream Schools: A Guidebook for The Man-Eating Sofa

This guidebook is designed to be used alongside the storybook The Man-Eating Sofa (for 8-12 year-olds). Written in an engaging and accessible style, chapters explore the educational, social and psychological impact of autism and social communication and interaction difficulties (SCID). Strategies are provided to help parents and practitioners recognise and support these issues in the school environment. A chapter-by-chapter exploration of The Man-Eating Sofa provides an opportunity to generate discussion and facilitate understanding of autism and SCID among young people and adults who might not have considered the impact of social communication difficulties upon day-to-day life.

Key features include:


	 an accessible introduction to autism and SCID

	 discussion points for use with The Man-Eating Sofa, to accompany young people’s reading of the story

	 strategies to support the education, mental health and wellbeing of young people who find social communication, interaction, sensory processing and emotional regulation challenging in mainstream educational settings.



This is an essential resource to help parents, teachers and other professionals understand and support pupils who are autistic as well as those who find social communication a challenge in the mainstream classroom.

Plum Hutton is a chartered educational psychologist and former learning support teacher. She holds a doctorate in educational psychology. She has more than 15 years of experience working as a local authority educational psychologist and latterly has transferred to independent practice. Through her work she has pursued and delivered training on many areas of professional interest, including supporting children with persistent anxiety, attachment difficulties, literacy difficulties and sensory processing differences.

Plum is a keen storyteller. She has gathered inspiration for her writing from her work, the challenges of parenthood and also through a nomadic existence as an Army wife, which has taken her to many locations across the UK and as far afield as East Africa.
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List of Abbreviations



	ASD
	autism spectrum disorder



	OCD
	obsessive compulsive disorder



	SCID
	social communication and interaction difficulties



	DT
	design and technology








1.  Introduction

DOI: 10.4324/9781003208013-1


This guide is intended to be used with the storybook The Man-Eating Sofa
, which is an adventure featuring 12-year-old Lara, an intellectually able girl who has been diagnosed with autism. The story is likely to appeal to young people of approximately 8–14 years old. It highlights some of the challenges faced by young people in mainstream educational settings who find social communication difficult. Issues include social interaction, understanding and processing language, as well as tolerating the experience of school, which may be perceived as stressful, noisy and unpredictable.

The strategies mentioned in this guide may be useful for young people on the autism spectrum as well as those who have some social communication and interaction difficulties (SCID) but whose needs are not significant enough to meet the criteria for a diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder (ASD). As The Man-Eating Sofa
 is set in a mainstream secondary school, the focus of this guide will be on pupils whose needs would typically be met in a mainstream setting (with additional support), rather than exploring those who face severe challenges and may require more specialist educational provision. Some of the psychological impacts of autism and SCID will also be explored, such as anxiety, low mood and poor emotional regulation.


A Note on the Language Used in this Guide

In recent years, the language used to discuss autism has altered significantly. This is partly due to terms changing in the medical manuals that are used to diagnose autism and partly due to opinions raised by autistic people about the language they prefer. The term ‘autism spectrum disorder (ASD)’ is the diagnostic term used for autistic young people according to The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 5th Edition (DSM-5), published by the American Psychiatric Association (2013). In the past, Lara, the main character of the story, would have most likely been diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome, a category that includes individuals on the autism spectrum with average or above-average intellectual abilities. This group is increasingly included in the general diagnostic term ASD.

It has been suggested that use of the word ‘disorder’ in relation to the autism spectrum gives negative connotations. Some members of the autistic community have called for autism to be termed a ‘condition’ rather than a ‘disorder’, arguing that autism is a different way of perceiving the world, not a worse or disordered way. Increasingly, there is a recognition that neurodiverse people offer a range of strengths and perspectives that complement their neurotypical peers. In this guide, the decision has been made to use the term autism spectrum disorder (ASD) when referring to the actual diagnosis, as this is currently the diagnostic term used in DSM-5. There is also debate about whether using the term ‘autistic person’ is preferable to the phrase ‘person with autism’. I understand that the former is often preferred by the autistic community. Therefore, the phrases ‘autistic young people’ or ‘young people on the autism spectrum’ will predominantly be used. The terms ‘neurotypical’ or ‘typically developing’ will be used when referring to young people without autism.

The term ‘social communication and interaction difficulties (SCID)’ will be used to describe young people who have some difficulties with social communication, but whose difficulties are not severe enough to meet the criteria for a diagnosis of ASD, or for those who are perhaps waiting for the diagnostic process to be completed.

Although every effort has been made to ensure that the language used in the guide is appropriate at the time of writing, it is acknowledged that the terms used to discuss autism and neurodiversity are continually evolving. Readers are therefore advised to keep up to date with any changes in terminology.
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 The bench where Lara used to sit to calm down when she started primary school.
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