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Amongst practitioners providing support for pupils with autism spectrum conditions there is 

widespread recognition that these children and young people face lifelong vulnerabilities and 

challenges. This is confirmed by adults on the autism spectrum and by research which found 

that a high proportion of these adults do not do well in life – many being without work and 

having significant mental health problems1. It follows then, that educational planning for this 

population needs to be directed towards reaching the best possible outcomes in preparation 

for adult life. Surprisingly, little is known about whether this is the case2. 

Many who work with pupils on the autism spectrum believe that their education must be 
broader than the education of pupils not on the spectrum. We support the call from the 
Autism Education Trust (AET) for a unique ‘autism curriculum’ which not only captures 
individual pupils’ learning needs but also addresses their social, emotional and 
communication development as well as nurturing independence and self-regulation3. 
 
Within the continuum of provision, local authorities and parents identify specialist day and 
residential schools as places that can achieve this unique ‘autism curriculum’, often when 
other placements have broken down. At our school pupils’ Statements of Special 
Educational Needs (SSEN) identify the hallmark areas of difficulty associated with the autism 
spectrum. In recognition of this we have re-conceptualised our residential and academic 
curricula to prioritise four key areas: communication, self-management, independence and 
achievement. Local authorities expect us to provide the required structures, supports and 
interventions to address these areas of need in order to facilitate the best possible 
outcomes. Along with parents and students they hold us accountable through the statutory 
annual review process. 
 
In January 2012 we were inspected under the Ofsted framework and our educational 
planning, autism-friendly practices and students’ academic achievements were all highly 
commended. However, having evidence of student progress in self-management, 
communication and independence acknowledged within the report proved to be more 
difficult. Unlike the nationally recognized criteria for measuring academic progress, more 
holistic measures including independence, social communication, emotional regulation and 
self-management are less well defined. This makes it more difficult for schools to collect 
reliable data and for the inspection process to evaluate evidence of progress in these areas. 
 
We appreciate that identifying valid, life-preparing pathways and outcome measures for 
students on the autism spectrum is challenging. It is nevertheless an essential task and like 
many other specialist providers we are in the process of developing our work to these ends. 
We are encouraged by research emphasising the need to measure what is of value, rather 
than unthinkingly valuing what is easy to measure. Moreover, the new Children and Families 
Bill intends to transform services for pupils on the autism spectrum to ensure the best 
possible outcomes for them. Its introduction should mean that perspectives from health, 



social care and parents will feature more prominently in deciding services and outcomes for 
pupils with autism spectrum conditions. 
 
It is timely to be working towards developing meaningful outcome measures in areas such 
as independence, social communication and self-management to supplement those that 
exist for academic achievement. Importantly this will capture the essence of life with autism. 
Our work has begun and we are keen to collaborate with others who are tackling this 
challenging issue. 
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