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Understanding the importance of the school environment 
It can be helpful to consider the ways in which the difficulties experienced by children with autism in the school 

environment result from the interaction between the environment and the individual (see social model of disability 

for further info).   

 

To understand children’s behaviour, we need to consider the nature of the school environment, the ways in which 

the individual experiences and thinks about the environment, and the ways in which these vary from day to day. 

Here, we consider a range of evidence from psychology and neuroscience in the context of the typical school 

environment. 

Schools are challenging, complex environments. 
In the diagram below, I’ve broken down some elements of the school environment and related them across to areas 

of cognition and behaviour for which we have evidence of difference. Taken together, these suggest considerable 

additional effort may be required by children and adolescents with autism in schools. 

 

https://www.disability.admin.cam.ac.uk/disability/social-model-disability


Heightened sensory sensitivity - Liz Pellicano (2012) refers to the ‘too real’ world of autism; using Bayesian theories to 

consider internal mental representations of the world. In autism, the balance between input from senses and the 

pre-existing model or expectations is tipped more towards sensory input. This has the effect of increasing the 

amount of processing required and slowing responses.   

Misunderstandings -  More frequent misunderstandings and confusion for those with autism were found in my own 

research and links to an emerging field, in which misunderstandings are analysed from both sides of the 

conversation (Heasman & Gillespie, 2017). 

Deliberative Reasoning - Research into styles of reasoning, has found an association between autism and deliberative, 

effortful reasoning as opposed to intuitive reasoning (Brosnan, Lewton, & Ashwin, 2016). This can result in more 

effort required to negotiate the complex social environments within a school.   

Attention to detail -  Autism theories such as Happé and Frith’s  weak central coherence theory (2006), and the bias 

towards local rather than global processing (Fitch, Fein, & Eigsti, 2015) indicate that chidren with autism are likely to 

require more effort to process the complex sensory environment of the school classroom. Hanley’s study (2017) 

showed a greater cost of distraction to children with autism, who were significantly less likely to recall the details of 

a story when told in a classroom with lots of visual distractions. 

Systemising cognitive style - The association of autism with an emphasis on understanding the world as a sytem, as 

one extreme of a continuum with empathising cognitive style (Baron-Cohen, 2009) at the other end doesn’t imply a 

weakness, just a difference.  But if the education system is heavily biased towards the empathising end of this 

continuum, it can be an effort to adapt to the associated assumptions.  Making sense of the world in terms of a 

system, focusing on cause-effect and linkages for example, can make be difficult to move on from a task without 

fully understanding how ‘it’ works. Or being asked to accept that things are a certain way when the starting point is 

not the underlying process can be confusing.  A danger of planning lesson activities from the perspective of a 

different cognitive style from your autistic student is that what seems like a quick, easy starter activity to you may be 

an extremely complex task for the student.  “Start by imagining what the person in the image is feeling ….” 

Precision of thought - The pace of verbal communication in a typical classrom can be very rapid, making it difficult to 

keep up, especially if an extra load of social thinking is also required. 

There is also evidence that students with autism also  ... 

… cope with bullying. Children with autism experience more bullying than their peers (Ashburner et al., 2018) 

… interpret neurotypical assumptions, where non-autistic teachers are making decisions on their instinct this probably 

involves a bias towards their own cognitive style. 

… mask and camouflage (Hull et al., 2017). These are relative new terms in the research literature and often, but not 

exclusively, associated with girls with autism. They refer to conscious or unconscious modifying of behaviour to ‘fit 

in’. These concepts are still being explored but are useful in explaining the experience of many young people with 

autism and most definitely involve additional effort 

… cope with the additional tiredness and uncertainty. 

So, what now? Improving the educational experience and outcomes for students with autism starts with 

understanding that meltdowns can result not from one trigger but at the tipping point as the accumulation of effort 

becomes too much. Inclusive education results from removing as many of these sources of additional effort as 

possible – making every school an environment in which difference is not a barrier, in which every child can feel 

comfortable. 
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