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Can child-friendly tools support young, autistic children to better
communicate about their well-being to help inform school
provision?
Elena Rees and Catherine Tissot

Institute of Education, University of Reading, Reading, UK

ABSTRACT
Pupils’ wellbeing in school can impact their learning, yet research into this
topic is often from adults’ perspectives. From a constructivist approach
(where knowledge is shaped by human experience), the lack of child
view on their well-being in schools is a significant gap in the literature,
particularly from underrepresented groups including autistic pupils. This
article is a small-scale case study with three child participants aged 7–8
years. To capture child voice, research tools were created by the
participants followed by discussions to understand the student’s
intention. Two key themes emerged as important to well-being: social
inclusion and school environment. This study demonstrates how child-
created tools can be implemented in practice to truly ‘hear’ the voices
of underrepresented groups. By empowering child voice in educational
research, actions/implications for schools and their staff originate from
the very individuals most affected, thus enabling child and school
priorities to be better met.
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Introduction

Although an increasingly important area of research, studies exploring children’s well-being are
often designed with the preconception that children simply do not understand this concept and
what this means in their own life context. Therefore, there is a misconception that these children
are unable to actively contribute to research studies aiming to find ways to improve their well-
being (Kyriacou, 2012). When input on behalf of children is included, it is often from those close
to them (i.e. what parents think their children feel) rather than going directly to the children, or
only represents the voices of those children who are fluent in their communication (Marquez &
Main, 2021). This is particularly the case for children with disabilities such as Autism Spectrum Dis-
order (ASD) with recent research still focusing on the views of parents in identifying what can
support their child’s well-being (Griffin & Gore, 2023). As a result, strategies to support student
well-being do not have key input from the very children these strategies were directed towards
and can lead to children lacking agency, particularly in educational research (Facca, Gladstone, &
Teachman, 2020; Lloyd & Emerson, 2017). This research aims to address this gap by following a Con-
structivist approach to aid autistic children to share their views on what they feel improves their well-
being, It uses data gathered from child-friendly tools which support students in sharing these views.
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Supporting young autistic students to contribute to the conversation enables a better understand-
ing of the actual factors influencing well-being in the school environment.

Well-being covers many different areas of life including health, social relationships, academic and
resilience (Kansky & Diener, 2017). However, it is also an ambiguous, under-theorized and poorly
defined term (Axford, 2009). Baldwin, Sinclair, and Simons (2021) highlight an increasing focus on
the well-being of others in research but conclude that defining what this refers to is key. An
initial definition from the World Health Organisation (WHO, 1948 in Bourne, 2010, p. 15) refers to
‘health (as) the state of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing’; therefore, well-being is
seen as something to strive for and very important to health. Furthermore, there are two main
ways in which well-being can be considered: ‘subjective’ which focuses on self-reported views of
well-being, often on a day-to-day basis; and ‘psychological’ which is objective, often using scales
and questionnaires to provide a measure (Arslan & Coşkun, 2020; Department for Education [DfE],
2020a, p. 24). Despite the various objective instruments available, finding an accessible and reliable
way to do this is not straightforward and often a challenge for students with diverse needs; especially
those whose very disability limits these important communication skills. In one of the few studies
exploring well-being with autistic individuals, Redquest et al.’s (2020) study aimed to assess the
well-being with quantitative measures, but these authors acknowledge the limitation that quantitat-
ive data does not sufficiently account for individual experiences. Also, with an age range of 4–18
years old, individual experiences of well-being may be distinctly different, yet participants could
have the same quantitative score. Therefore, this research aims to provide an alternative to the
use of quantitative data to show how subjective tools can be used to support young autistic students
in helping them to share their individual views on their own well-being.

Literature review

Well-being is a current trend in the education sector and the impact of the recent COVID-19 pan-
demic has rightly continued to place it as a high priority for educational staff and researchers. In
2021, the Department for Education (DfE) offered a grant for eligible state-funded schools to train
a staff member to become a senior mental health lead to develop and implement a whole school
approach to mental health and well-being, with a commitment that all schools will use this offer
by 2025. More so than previously, schools have become the main place that students can be sup-
ported in their mental health and well-being. Several mental health charities have suggested
ways schools can measure and support pupil well-being (including Anna Freud Centre, www.
annafreud.org and Place to Be www.place2be.org.uk). The CORC (Child Outcomes Research Consor-
tium), a project of Anna Freud: National Centre of Children and Families, includes questionnaires
answered by the pupils, rather than just the adults (parents, practitioner or teacher) to present
different perspectives. In accordance with The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF,
1989), children have the right to ‘express their views, feelings and wishes in all manners affecting
them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously’ (Article 12, p. 5). However, there
are differences in the ‘aspects of wellbeing that children prioritise compared to adults’ (DfE, 2010,
p. 2). Children’s subjective well-being can be hard to accurately determine and capture in research
due to reasons such as a power imbalance between children and adults, difficulties in discussing
abstract concepts or finding age-appropriate tools (Facca et al., 2020). Therefore, it is important to
find tools that can address these gaps for use with a range of abilities and ages.

Using schools as sites for research can also contribute to this imbalance (Kirby, 2020). While in
school, children have expectations from adults about their behaviour, actions and outcomes; as a
result, they may wish to mirror these expectations (Kirby, 2020). Therefore, school-based research
on this topic can be skewed as children might share their views on well-being through adult-
created expectations, rather than their own subjective feelings with the risk of stating things they
feel adults may not wish to hear. However, there is a balance to be struck. This article recognizes
the importance of the school environment as a research site because of the amount of time children
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spend there and the fact that student well-being is unavoidably linked to their school experience.
Data collected in schools needs to follow ethical considerations, but if ethical practice is followed
and the right research methods are used, hearing directly from pupils can be achieved and
provide huge insight by providing a perspective which is often unheard.

Dockett, Perry, and Kearney (2013, p. 803) agree that educational research is ‘best reported by
those experiencing’. This is especially true for groups of children who may be reluctant to open
up to unknown researchers, including those children who are young or with disabilities. The
ability to freely share views is dependent on tools and research methods appropriate for these
hard-to-reach groups, thus enabling all individuals the opportunity to express themselves. To over-
come the methodological limitations, this article focuses on the creation and trial of child-friendly
tools focusing on subjective well-being. The aim is to support underrepresented groups in
sharing their point of view by exploring a small sample of autistic Year 3 pupils in a large primary
school in England. Empowering children to explore their own views towards student well-being
can create a unique perspective, and as a result, can improve provision and educational practice
by the adults (Bourke, 2017).

Roles in schools in promoting positive student well-being

Post-pandemic priorities reflect heightened concerns about children’s well-being in education pol-
icies (DfE, 2020a). As a result, the British Government have placed an increased emphasis on the role
of schools to find ways to support student well-being, and primary school is a key environment for
this focus (DfE, 2020a). If schools can empower pupils from a young age, children can be supported
to develop self-regulating strategies and an increased awareness of their own needs (DfE, 2022).

The potential impact beyond education is also worth exploring. Early intervention is key to lessen-
ing the long-term impact on health services (DHSC & DfE, 2017), one of which is mental health ser-
vices. However, this is not straightforward, and many schools have had to seek help to support their
pupils due to the decreased availability of externally provided assistance. In a 2020 survey, The
National Association of Headteachers (NAHT) and mental health charity, Place2Be, revealed a
rising number of schools that have had to commission professional help for children’s mental
health issues since 2016 (NAHT, 2020). This contributes to a long waiting list for Child and Adolescent
Mental Health Services (CAMHS) with up to 33% of referrals still waiting for any contact across 2019–
2020 data (NHS Digital, 2019; 2020). Although schools do work towards supporting mental health
and well-being, this is just one of many priorities which teachers can feel undertrained to provide
(Danby & Hamilton, 2016).

Despite this lack of training or confidence of staff, schools can hugely aid children’s sense of well-
being by being ‘supportive environments’ (Drew & Banerjee, 2019, p. 101), highlighting awareness of
and embedding supportive responses for all children. Children’s ability to constructively express
their emotions when in primary school can be linked to their current well-being, as well as in the
future (Amundsen, Riby, Hamilton, Hope, & McGann, 2020). Most schools do see the importance
of improving student well-being for pupils and schools alike; what is less clear is how to engage
with all pupils to help adults better understand an individual’s view on their well-being and how
to support positive strategies to develop greater resilience.

Impact of autism spectrum disorder (ASD)

In England, the SEND Code of Practice: 0–25 years (DfE & Department of Health [DoH] 2015), is used as
guidance for professionals in England and states that educational provision for pupils with Special
Education Needs and Disabilities (SEND) must ‘promote wellbeing’ (p. 7). However, an individual’s
SEND can also impact on the ability of a child to discuss abstract concepts such as well-being. For
children with a diagnosis of ASD, the very nature of their disability typically means difficulties in com-
munication and regulating emotions, which can make conversations even more challenging
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(Goldsmith & Kelley, 2018). For example, Baron Cohen (2001) theorizes that children with autism
have delays in understanding Theory of Mind (that views of others can be different from what
they experience) which Hale (2004) has shown to be linked with the ability of autistic individuals
to develop social communication skills. These skills are often fundamental to conceptualizing
abstract ideas such as well-being. Therefore, an alternative method to aid discussion of abstract con-
cepts is needed when exploring the views of autistic young children.

Autistic pupils bring many strengths but can also have difficulties beyond communication limit-
ations when learning in schools and settings. For example, diminished social literacy, poor emotional
control and, in some cases, extreme emotional outbursts can have an impact on learning (Goldsmith
& Kelley, 2018). Limited understanding of peer relationships and how these are reciprocated, can
lead to isolation and is a social challenge for this group (Petrina, Carter, & Stephenson, 2014).
When an autistic child cannot actively regulate their emotions, they may not feel calm and safe in
their environment which could impact their peer relationships and sense of belonging, creating a
potential negative impact on their education as well as a wider barrier to their well-being (Bailey
& Baker, 2020). This can lead to mental health issues, such as depression and self-harming
(Tierney, Burns, & Kilbey, 2016), all of which are key to student well-being. However, frequently
these struggles are assumed by adults to be the same for all autistic children, leading to a ‘pick
and mix’ of approaches, often with limited success. Therefore, it is important to find ways to hear
directly from individual autistic pupils about their well-being to consider how best to provide
support in a child-centred way (Benevides et al., 2020).

Beyond the individual student, schools can also benefit from learning the views of autistic
children. Russell et al. (2022) found there was a 787% increase in autism diagnosis from 1998
to 2018. They concluded that it is most likely that greater reporting and application of diagnosis
was the main factor for the increases (Russell et al., 2022). As a result, consideration of this
increase and how it might look in a school population is key. The National Autistic Society’s
2021 School Report states that a ‘whole school approach’ is needed for supporting autistic
pupils’ well-being (p. 15). The report also highlights that an autistic pupil ‘may require greater
… wellbeing provision’ (National Autistic Society, 2021, p. 26). Therefore, this article shares the
findings of how the first author overcame these challenges, using innovative tools, to support
students to discuss their well-being and subsequently inform school practice on ways to
improve it.

Materials and methods

Methodological approach

Constructivism theorizes that knowledge is changeable depending on how events are interpreted
and moulded by human experiences (Pegues, 2007). This aligned with the researchers’ aims in con-
sidering different perspectives towards student well-being; as a result, the research tools were
designed to facilitate and accurately capture the participants’ ‘voice’. Konu and Rimpela’s (2002)
School Well-being Model highlighted school conditions, social relationships, means of self-fulfilment
and health status as themes to consider in relation to student well-being. This multi-dimensional
model was used as an initial basis for the researcher in guiding the themes for this research
(Tobia, Greco, Steca, & Marzocchi, 2019). Following an interpretivist approach, the participants’
curated much of the raw data through their own drawings and photography, which minimized
the influence of others (Alharahsheh & Puius, 2020). When working with young children who
have communication challenges, the added step of having the participants describe what their
raw data means accurately more accurately established how the child wanted the data to be seen
in the semi-structured interviews that followed. By taking a constructivist and interpretivist approach
to data collection and research design, the research tools enabled open conversations which were
designed to best support the accuracy of student’s views.

4 E. REES AND C. TISSOT



Participants

A small-scale case study was used for this study. It was conducted after the third UK lockdown (from
January 2021), once pupils had returned to full-time education (from March 2021). The opportunity
sample was from one Year 3 class in the school the lead author was working in. The study chose to
focus on children with ASD as this group often struggle with many of the issues linked to well-being
as well as are underrepresented in research studies to date. Therefore, all children with a diagnosis of
autism in the class were invited to participate and three agreed (as well as had parental consent). The
three participants also had learning difficulties and prior concerns raised about their well-being in
school by either the class teacher, parents, Special Educational Needs Co-Ordinator (SENCO) or Head-
teacher. Issues raised included concerns about social difficulties with peers and possible low self-
esteem and all had concerns raised about the risk of exclusion or social isolation by school staff
or parents. Although social difficulties or low self-esteem and well-being were identified by
adults, consultation with the individual pupils had not happened as their disabilities made this
difficult to do.1

The participants are described in Table 1 (all identifying details have been changed).

Ethical considerations

Obtaining consent from any young pupil can be challenging as children can be influenced by tra-
ditional authority roles in the school environment (Kirby, 2020). As all participants in this project
had additional learning needs as well, an ‘open and honest’ distinction of what the researcher’s
role will be in the study was done for all participants (British Educational Research Association
[BERA], 2018, p. 16); which was followed during the research process. Ethical approval was obtained
from the University of the authors.

Following consent from both the school and families (BERA, 2018), the child participants in this
project were given an assent form in child-appropriate language in view of their diverse needs
and young ages. Recent research concluded that, when working with young children, ‘consent
should be negotiated continuously’ (Arnott, Martinez-Lejarreta, Wall, Blaisdell, & Palaiologou,
2020, p. 806) so an additional assent form was prepared for use at different stages in the data
collection to continually confirm their willingness to be involved. The child participants also
had the explicit option to halt their participation at any point (informed dissent) in the data
collection.

Table 1. Participant information and methods used.

Participants Lisa Andy Alice

Diagnosisb and nature
of concern

– ASD.
– Parental concerns raised
about her isolation due to
poor understanding of social
relationships.

– undergoing formal
diagnosis for ADHD and
ASD
– SENCO and parental
concerns raised about
emotional difficulties

– ASD and ADHD
– SENCO and parental concerns
raised related to peer
relationships and the impact this
is starting to have on her view of
school – risk of school refusal

Attainment levels and
communication
preferences

– below her year group
prefers to record her ideas by
drawing.

– below year group
struggles to speak verbally
to adults who are not
familiar with him and also
with peers

– preferred drawing with
limited spoken language

– above average academically
Alice prefers to write her
comments with her drawings

Research instruments
completed by
participant

Concept map
Relationship map
Photography session
‘When I feel’ drawings

Concept map
Relationship map
Photography session
‘When I feel’ drawings.

Concept map
Relationship map
Photography session
‘When I feel’ drawings.

bAlthough some children have multiple diagnoses, the primary diagnosis is used as the focus for this research.
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Measures

Group preparation for data collection

Following parental consent, a group workshop was designed with the researcher supporting the par-
ticipants to create a shared definition of the term ‘wellbeing’ and explore the research tools. All three
child participants had the opportunity to ask questions about the project and discuss meanings.
Ahead of the participants using the tools, they were trained in the purpose and application of
these tools through unstructured sessions with the first author. This gave all participants the oppor-
tunity to try out the various tools and ask any questions of the researcher. Alice asked how much
work she needed to do and was reassured it was as much as she wanted to do and that she
could stop at any point. Once the participants understood the process, individual data collection fol-
lowed with the three child participants over a four-week period. The tools used are described below.

Individual data collection

Data for this study was created by the child participants through a variety of research instruments
including concept maps, drawings, and relationship maps (see Figure 1). All participants completed
these individually with the researcher available in a quiet room. The sessions creating the research
instruments were led by the participants so lasted between 20 and 45 min.

Drawings were used in a variety of formats to encourage participants’ focus on a certain element.
A concept map is an established research tool used to explore understanding of an item or task and
therefore, was used as a research instrument here (Foley, 2015; McDonough & Sullivan, 2014). Par-
ticipants were given a proforma with a prompt question to encourage them to draw what they feel

Figure 1. Selection of research methods used by each participant: (top two images) Concept maps from Lisa and Alice; (bottom
left) ‘When I feel… ’ drawings from Lisa and Andy; (bottom right) Relationship map from Lisa.
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helps with their well-being (see Figure 1). The researcher read out the prompt question and asked
the children to draw what helped with their well-being. All participants were able to do this without
support.

Each participant used ‘When I feel’ drawings and relationship maps as well to convey their
views. Rather than written tasks, drawings allowed the participants to ‘explore and communicate
their understandings’ without any barriers brought by communication difficulties (Einarsdottir,
Dockett, & Perry, 2009, p. 218). The ‘When I feel… ’ drawing task used the key vocabulary estab-
lished in the pre-session of ‘happy’, ‘safe’ and ‘proud’ so the participants could illustrate situations
or environments that they associate with these feelings (see Figure 1). In the relationship maps
(see Figure 1), children drew pictures of their family and friends and the connections they had to
these people.

Finally, semi-structured interviews followed each of the methods described above to check
understanding of the child participants’ perspectives and to ensure the child’s views were accurately
captured. These were conducted separately with the researcher using an interview schedule to
lightly structure the discussion. The Constructivist and Interpretivist approach of this project
valued the qualitative data from interviews (Powney & Watts, 2018). As the aim of this project
was to encourage student voice rather than limit it, the interviews were semi-structured and
audio recorded (after consent was re-confirmed). This limited the researcher’s influence as it encour-
aged the pupils to openly share their views and hence, was lightly scheduled. The interview discus-
sion aimed to encourage the child participants to talk about their raw data and the analysis
endeavoured to ‘present their results honestly’ (Wager & Kleinert, 2011, p. 310). The participants
were asked open-ended questions which focused on their completed figures. Example questions
were: ‘Can you tell me about what you have drawn?’ or ‘Tell me who this person is and why you
have drawn them?’. Over a period of a month, all three participants completed concept maps, a
‘When I feel… ’ drawing task, photograph sessions and relationship maps.

Data analysis

Because the semi-structured interviews were the participants’ explanation of their drawings, the raw
data consisted of their direct and unfiltered descriptions of what they had drawn. Therefore, the
research focused on this data; hence, following consent each interview was recorded, transcribed
and checked for accuracy (Elliott, 2018). Thematic analysis was used to manually code key phrases
or words mentioned in the interviews. The initial words and phrases that came up most frequently
included (in order of frequency): lunch/break time, classroom environment, peer friendships, school
staff, schoolwork and family. The author then used this coding from the semi-structured interviews
to create themes and subthemes. The themes of social inclusion and safe spaces in school emerged
from the data of the raw data and are therefore discussed next.

Results

Constructivism states knowledge is created by the experiences of an individual. The results of this
qualitative study use the words and documents created by the individual participants which are
linked to their experiences of school. School experience is a significant part of a student’s life and
subsequent views of well-being at their age (Anderson & Graham, 2016). What is less clear is how
individuals interpret these experiences, which is why it was key that the participants had the oppor-
tunity to explain their drawings and data. This links to the interpretivist aim to reduce the influence
of others on the meaning of that data. This becomes an even wider consideration with the autistic
participants in this study whose views are already underrepresented, as discussed in the introduction
and literature review. With these methodological lenses, two main themes emerged from the results:
social inclusion and safe spaces in school.

EARLY CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND CARE 7



Theme one: social inclusion

Social relationships, including peer friendships, family relationships and those with teaching staff,
will be discussed first. This also includes the impact of peer relationships and unstructured time in
the school day (e.g. lunch time).

In Figure 2, Lisa included many peers in her relationship map. She included arrows between
different children but was not able to verbally explain why she had the arrows in different ways.
In contrast, Alice only includes her closest peer, parent and teacher (see Figure 2). Both included
their peers at school as important to their well-being, particularly Grace who appeared in both of

Figure 2. Lisa’s (top) and Alice’s (bottom) relationship map.
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their relationship maps. Lisa stated, ‘there is love inside Grace’s heart and she gives it to me’. This
shows an appreciation of these relationships and recognition of peers as friends, despite the con-
cerns about a lack of friends which was often raised by adults. However, it could be that Lisa’s
inclusion of many peers as her friends on her relationship map is a simplistic view of what friendship
is as she may feel these individuals are her friends, but the feeling may not be reciprocal. Despite this
possible lack of understanding, Lisa states her social relationships do contribute to her well-being.

The selectiveness of these peer relationships, and consequent understanding of what friendships
are, is important to note as well. In terms of Alice’s relationship map, only one child features (Grace).
Alice said, ‘I really like Grace because she is really kind, and she helps people when they are upset and
stuff.’ and ‘Grace makes me feel happy.’ Additionally, Alice has picked out Grace’s empathy and social
skills as an area she likes about her which could suggest she recognizes this as a skill. Lisa seems to be
less inherently aware of social relationships of others and this can be seen in how she described her
relationships with two teaching assistants who work with her as being friends:

Lisa: I drew Miss Finn and her good friend Mrs Green.
How do they help you?
Lisa: [pause]… because they are friends. They like being with each other and they like

holding hands.

This quote seems to imply that Lisa’s view is that because the two teaching assistants have a similar
role, this must mean they are friends and not just work colleagues.

Despite the parental concerns raised around the risk of exclusion and social isolation (see selec-
tion criteria above), all three participants appeared to sincerely value their friendships, although in
unusual or detached ways. These include a simplistic view what friendships are, lack of reciprocity
and/or detachment as seen in Andy’s preference to just watch Year 4 children playing football,
feeling unable to join them. When asked to explain his drawing, he explained:

Andy (A): Umm, watching other people.
What are you watching them doing?
A: Like, playing
You like watching them do that?
A: Yeah
How does that make you feel seeing them?
A: Good. I watch the Year 4s play football.

What is clear from the raw data is that the child participants have begun to recognize friendship and
design their own strategies to develop how socially included they feel. All were able to recognize
friends and stated they valued these relationships. It is interesting to note that the adults did not
see this as clearly in their reports about the students and their well-being. The concerns raised by
adults supporting the participants did not appear to recognize this ability when raising initial con-
cerns regarding all three of the child participants regarding limited social skills and lack of inclusion
with their peer group. Both parents and school staff were not aware of this developing skill and did
not recognize evidence of it. By directly going to the student and asking the individuals in this
sample for their views, these developing social skills have been identified and now can be supported
more widely.

Theme 2: safe spaces in school

Individual workspaces were included across the participants’ data, with all three capturing and dis-
cussing their desk areas (see Figure 3). The participants appeared to value this dedicated area and
stated their connection to their desk spaces. All three highlighted the importance of their workspace;
choosing to discuss this first when talking about the photos taken in Figure 3. The use of ‘my’ in all of
their comments in Figure 3 shows the connection and ownership of the space. Much of the language
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used in the comments about their individual spaces focuses on the usefulness of their workspace
within a classwork context.

To the child participants, safety was represented within the feeling of belonging and their social
relationships linked with being at school. Lisa connected the arrival to school with feeling safe, Andy
recorded playing with friends, and Alice drew an art therapy session with her best friend in Figure 4.
Finally, evidence of strategies to support were present in the data collected and can also come from
feeling safe in the environment (Brodovsky & Kiernan, 2017). Often, young autistic children can rely
on strategies and others to help regulate their emotions (Cibralic, Kohlhoff, Wallace, McMahon, &
Eapen, 2019) and this was true of the sample. Lisa explicitly references using the school’s emotional
regulation resource and puts herself as ‘greenish yellow’ during the semi-structured interview; (i.e.
the use of colours is a commonly used emotional regulation tool with red referring to anger, blue
referring to sadness, yellow referring to nervousness and green referring to happy/comfortable).
Andy refers to his toys being able to ‘cool [him] down’.

It is interesting to note that each student could clearly identify the area or ways to help support
their well-being. Whether this was a space or technique, they each could state what worked for
them. Some of the examples cited were known and supported by the school (as part of the
whole school ethos), but other aspects were not identified or even recognized by adults. For this
group of pupils, the combined impact was helpful and provided a safe place to learn. Therefore,
it is key to build independence in self-regulation, but fulfilment is also important to consider
(Figure 5).

Discussion

Each of the two themes explored is drawn from data directly from the autistic pupils regarding
their well-being. As young autistic children, their voices are often unheard, yet a priority to under-
stand for adults, schools and government bodies. As such, these bodies are over reliant on what
adults may think the key issues are instead of going through a less straight forward process of
trying to find a way to enable all those affected by government policy an equal opportunity to
have their voices heard. This results in a less than inclusive picture of what the concept means
to these hard-to-reach groups, as past research is largely reliant on what well-intended ‘others’
believe, sometimes with the mistaken lack of belief in the emerging positive outcomes that do
exist. If we are to truly grasp the important ethos of student voice in decision-making within
schools, the perspectives of all groups must be better listened to. This article proposes one way
to do so by sharing innovative methods used to support autistic students share their understand-
ing of well-being.

Figure 3. The three participants’ representations of their learning space and comments.
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One of the most interesting elements to note amongst these themes is the social-centredness of
the comments from the participants, which is somewhat at odds with stereotypical views of autism.
The children in the study expressed a strong desire to be part of the group and indicated friendships
where this was the case. DHSC (2014) note that children’s perceptions of their well-being seem ‘most
strongly influenced by relationships…with their peers’ (p. 1) and there are important links between
self-esteem and peer relationships (Antonopoulou, Chaidemmenou, & Kouvava, 2019). Peer relation-
ships featured heavily in all three child participants’ data, but this is not straightforward. The lack of
emotional literacy and control that is associated with ASD and ADHD could impact the understand-
ing of peer relationships (Goldsmith & Kelley, 2018). While research implies ASD can lead to a lack of
friendships (Petrina et al., 2014), the raw data does not fully support this and therefore it is important
to consider other possible reasons for the participants’ positive views of their relationships. A very
grounded view is presented of what directly matters in the participants’ school day; this includes
the environment they are in and what they take from it, the need to belong socially with peers

Figure 4. The three participants’ ‘safe’ drawings.

EARLY CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND CARE 11



and their sense of belonging within the school. Throughout all the themes, social inclusion is appar-
ent. But what is not, is the recognition that adults who work closely with this group, don’t appear to
recognize the emerging social skills that the students are indicating. This raises the question of
support. How can adults support the participants to develop these essential life skills without first

Figure 5. All three participants’ ‘When I feel proud’ drawings.
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listening to the views of those central to the discussion. For the child participants of this study, their
sense of social belonging appears most influential to their well-being and yet budding skills are not
recognized by those closest to them.

The participants’ main struggle was in the reciprocity of these relationships. Often, these partici-
pants recognized social expectations and signs. They were able to start to recognize positive social
relationships in others when peers could provide this and how it helped their well-being while in
school. Lai et al. (2017, p. 690) recognizes that autistic children can mask their social difficulties
through ‘learnt strategies’ (including overlearning social cues through observing others). This recog-
nition of social relationships and actions to support positive friendships going forwards are impor-
tant foundation skills which all three pupils demonstrated, yet oddly enough not recognized by staff
and families. Without this recognition, it is possible that bespoke training and support won’t be
given by adults to target the development of these emerging well-being skills. This missed oppor-
tunity, only known by asking pupils directly, could mean they are not given the continued support
needed. The question is what the best way is to do this is, and further conversations with the pupils
are warranted. The question is what the best way is to do this is, and further conversations with the
pupils are warranted.

Within the second theme recognizing safe spaces in school, all three participants identified
spaces that they felt were ‘theirs’. The classroom is often seen as a collaborative space (Mulholland
& O’Connor, 2016); however, all participants photographed or drew spaces which they felt was
theirs and enjoyed individually, rather than the more public classroom spaces. The participants’ con-
nection to their space could suggest a sense of identity linked to where they work in the classroom.
Much of the language used in the comments about their individual spaces focuses on the useful-
ness of their workspace within a classwork context. However, another important note on the com-
ments is an element of ownership and belonging by the repeated use of ‘my’ in all the participants
(see Figure 3). Abdinasir (2019) commented on how well-being can be linked with a sense of
belonging, not only socially but belonging in their physical environment. Classrooms are often
seen as space for the class as a whole and used to establish a feeling of belonging within it
when the concept of ‘inclusion’ is considered (Mulholland & O’Connor, 2016). However, it is inter-
esting how much of the raw data focused on their individual spaces. It could be that by having a
designated area, these children can still feel part of the class group within the security of their own
‘safe space’. A common thread between the ‘when I feel safe… ’ drawings were the role of their
peers at school in creating a safe space for them (see Figure 4). Despite being an individual
space, the bridge providing opportunities for wider friendships was evident but largely unrecog-
nized by adult support staff.

To the child participants, safety was represented in other ways too; within the feeling of belong-
ing and their social relationships linked with being at school. Lisa connected the arrival to school
with feeling safe, Andy recorded playing with friends, and Alice drew an art therapy session with
her best friend. Consistent with the literature is the role of schools as being safe, nurturing environ-
ments for pupils in their care, and staff for providing provision to ‘support… (the) wellbeing of their
pupils’ (DfE, 2021a, p. 42). What is interesting is that this literature largely focuses on safeguarding
concerns (DfE, 2021a). However, none of the child participants referred to being protected from any
dangers or the role of adults in helping them feel safe. Instead, the children’s perspective of safety
appears to come from their sense of belonging and friendships enhanced by having a designated
area which they identify as their own.

It is interesting to note that each student could clearly identify the area or ways to help support
their well-being. Whether this was a space or technique, they each could state what worked for
them. Some of the examples cited were known and supported by the school (as part of the
whole school ethos), but other aspects were not identified by adults. That very lack of awareness
was given as a reason for participation in the study. However, it also shows the potential impact
that underlying ‘invisible’ efforts can have, despite the pupils in the study not mentioning direct
policies or day-to-day staff action. It could be argued that this is a positive outcome, to have
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externally noted good practice which is embedded in the school day to the point that children do
not explicitly refer to it yet, but clearly enjoy the impact. The ‘hidden’ or ‘informal’ whole school
culture to support student well-being can have a positive impact and is often recognized as
best practice (DfE, 2018). What is less well known is the demonstrated impact this has on
pupils. This research shows that pupils can see the positive change and recognize the importance
of it, if only we ask them.

Limitations

It is important to note that this study is at a small scale and not representative of a complete
understanding of student well-being. The sample size was identified through teacher referral
so opportunistic; it was not systematic selection. However, it is important to note that while
this sample size is small, it is not unusual of a typical classroom. Current research shows there
is a prevalence of ASD diagnoses in the UK (Russell et al., 2022) and these three participants rep-
resent the SEND minority within an average primary school classroom. Recent research from the
DfE (2023, p. 10) has noted the increase ‘to 1.57 million pupils in 2023, representing 17.3% of all
pupils’ with SEN. This shows the prevalence and need for schools to respond and support as is
necessary.

Despite these limitations, the study’s main contribution is to offer the use of innovative research
tools, focused on being child-led and purposeful to capture their views. It aims for the voices of
underrepresented autistic pupils in a class to be heard in an educational setting.

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic has placed well-being at the forefront of educational matters with the
UK government focus on guiding schools to ‘support their pupils effectively’ (DfE, 2020a, para.
5). The timeliness of this project’s focus, as well as the government’s expectations on schools
in terms of supporting student well-being, is therefore important and something all schools
must consider.

Despite a small sample, a few cautious findings emerge from the study. Children’s voices
confirm the importance in listening to their views and this study demonstrates one innovative
way to reach groups who are often overlooked or deemed as too hard to reach. Schools have a
responsibility to provide an environment where all can thrive (DfE, 2020a) and part of determin-
ing this is by gaining an understanding of what pupils think, even those from hard-to-reach
groups. The use of innovative tools, such as used in this research can help. Provision for
student well-being should be informed by the views of all children including those hard-to-
reach groups to show whether wider efforts are working. It is the responsibility of teaching
staff to support student voice, particularly for SEN children who may not be able to express
this as clearly as others. By considering how the children could share their views in new and
innovative ways, staff play a key role in understanding, and ultimately improving, student
well-being.

Awareness of well-being is an important life skill which creates a strong foundation leading to the
development of social and educational skills. Although most would agree with the value of this
focus, what seems less apparent is how adults recognize the efforts students make to practice the
social skills necessary. If we don’t ‘see’ the evidence, then it is more difficult to reinforce the activity.
The sample students were able to share examples of times when they were tentatively developing
friendships. The lack of this is often a key concern of families and these new skills are missed. It is only
by starting the conversation and using alternative tools that schools can see if progress is being
made through wider school strategies and individual support provided. This research has shown
how this can be achieved in a mainstream setting.
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Note

1. This article will use identity first language of ‘autistic pupil’, rather than ‘pupil with autism’ when referring to
autistic participants, advocated in recent research (Botha, Hanlon, & Williams, 2021; Vivanti, 2020).
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