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A brief neuro-affirming resource 
to support school absences for 
autistic learners: development 
and program description
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Background: Education should be inclusive, nurturing each individual’s potential, 
talents, and creativity. However, criticisms have emerged regarding support for 
autistic learners, particularly in addressing disproportionately high absence levels 
within this group. The demand for accessible, person-centered, neuro-affirming 
approaches is evident. This paper provides a program description of a structured 
absence support framework, developed and implemented during and following 
the Covid-19 pandemic. We detail creation, content, and implementation.

Methods: We collaborated with stakeholders, reviewed literature and drew on 
existing theoretical frameworks to understand absence in autistic learners, and 
produced draft guidance detailing practical approaches and strategies for supporting 
their return to school. The final resource was disseminated nationally and made 
freely available online with a supporting program of work around inclusive practices.

Results: The resource is rooted in neuro-affirming perspectives, rejecting reward-
based systems and deficit models of autism. It includes key messages, case studies 
and a planning framework. It aims to cultivate inclusive practices with an autism-
informed lens. The principles promoted include recognizing the child’s 24-hour 
presentation, parental partnership, prioritizing environmental modifications, and 
providing predictable, desirable and meaningful experiences at school. Feedback 
to date has been positive in terms of feasibility, face validity, and utility.

Conclusion: This novel, freely available resource provides a concise, practical 
framework for addressing absence in autistic learners by cultivating a more 
inclusive, equitable, and supportive educational system in which autistic individuals 
can thrive.
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1 Introduction

While the global prevalence of autism in school-age children is estimated at around 1–2% 
(Elsabbagh et al., 2012), some recent studies indicate higher prevalence, with the United States 
Center for Disease Control estimating that in 2020, one in 36 children aged 8 years 
(approximately 4% of boys and 1% of girls) was autistic (Maenner et al., 2020). In Scotland in 
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2022, the prevalence of needs related to autism was 2.6% in primary 
schools, and 16.22% of all pupils were neurodivergent (Maciver et al., 
2023). The wider literature indicates that neurodivergent children 
spend less time at school than their peers (Munkhaugen et al., 2017; 
McClemont et al., 2021; John et al., 2022) with a high prevalence of 
school attendance issues particularly evident among autistic learners 
(Munkhaugen et al., 2017; Maynard et al., 2018; Adams et al., 2019; 
Totsika et al., 2020; John et al., 2022). Absence has further been put in 
the spotlight by the international literature on experiences of staying 
home and then returning to school following the Covid-19 pandemic 
(Spain et al., 2021; Kreysa et al., 2022; Meral, 2022). The consequences 
of this experience on the emotional wellbeing and attendance of 
neurodivergent children are still being felt today, necessitating action 
and coordinated responses by governments, schools and teachers 
(Genova et al., 2021).

Absences for autistic learners are influenced by interconnected 
factors, including bullying, social support, and mental health (Adams 
et  al., 2019; Sobba, 2019; McClemont et  al., 2021; Adams, 2022). 
Sensory sensitivities, as well as the individual’s levels of self-esteem, 
can introduce further complexity (Maynard et al., 2018). Conventional 
approaches to absence, for example those based on rewards, have often 
fallen short in achieving desired outcomes (Londono Tobon et al., 
2018; Maynard et al., 2018). The lack of practical resources around 
support for autistic children, as well as professionals’ understanding 
of autism itself are key barriers (Melin et al., 2022). Professionals and 
stakeholders are calling for evidence-informed strategies (Preece and 
Howley, 2018; Melin et al., 2022). Autistic people stress the significance 
of solutions that resonate with their experiences, advocating for 
non-judgmental and neuro-affirming approaches (Dallman et  al., 
2022; Rutherford and Johnston, 2023).

Informed by the lived experiences of neurodivergent individuals, 
the neurodiversity paradigm has prompted a profound reassessment 
of historical research and support structures, challenging prevailing 
consensus and motivating the development of neuro-affirming 
practices in schools and other settings (Arnold, 2017; Fletcher-Watson 
and Happé, 2019; Dallman et  al., 2022). Central to this ongoing 
transformation is a departure from traditional disorder-centric 
perspectives (Rutherford and Johnston, 2023). This viewpoint 
recognizes that adverse outcomes arise from person-environment 
interactions, rather than being inherent to individuals (Dallman et al., 
2022). Neuro-affirming practice aims to foster acceptance and self-
comprehension, as well as amplifying the voices, experiences, and 
needs of neurodivergent individuals (Roche et al., 2021; Wood et al., 
2022). While the transition to neuro-affirming practices is gaining 
momentum, there is little comprehensive and accessible guidance on 
supporting autistic individuals who experience dysregulation or 
anxiety in school, and there remains a need to reassess the ways in 
which pedagogy and school environments are conceptualized and 
understood through a neuro-affirming lens (Cherewick and 
Matergia, 2023).

The complexity and high frequency of school absence among 
autistic children motivates the need for solutions. Comprehensive 
resources addressing school absence in autistic young people are 
crucial to tackle this complex issue. This paper outlines efforts to 
address anxiety related absences in autistic learners through the 
development of the “Anxiety Related Absence (ARA) resource.” 
Developed by the National Autism Implementation Team (NAIT) in 
Scotland, the resource provides a practical and accessible guide for 

staff working in and with schools, complemented by a dissemination 
and training program. This paper discusses the resource’s 
development, content, key messages, and implementation to date.

1.1 National Autism Implementation Team

The National Autism Implementation Team (NAIT) leads an 
initiative that aims to bridge the evidence and policy-to-practice gap 
and facilitate lifespan whole systems change in neurodevelopmental 
practices (Scottish Government, 2011, 2018; Rutherford et al., 2021; 
Maciver et al., 2022, 2023; Curnow et al., 2023a,b; Rutherford et al., 
2023; Rutherford and Johnston, 2023). The team is composed of 
neurodivergent and neurotypical individuals from a range of 
professional backgrounds including Education, Speech and Language 
Therapy, Occupational Therapy, Psychiatry and research. The full 
NAIT program aims to drive improvement and innovation in 
professional practice to create a neurodevelopmentally informed 
workforce through various mechanisms focussing on health and 
education provision for autistic and other neurodivergent individuals.

1.2 Language statement

In the context of addressing absence, traditional terms like 
“truancy,” “school refusal,” or “school avoidance” are stigmatizing and 
child or family blaming. After discussion with stakeholders, a more 
suitable term emerged: “Anxiety Related Absence” or “ARA.” Our 
guidance recommends using this language to describe absences 
among autistic learners.

2 The Scottish context

Scotland’s educational ethos prioritizes inclusivity, with a 
presumption of inclusive mainstream schooling for most learners 
(Scottish Government, 2019). This means that many classroom 
educators support learners, with “Support for Learning” teachers 
providing additional guidance as required. However, schools have 
considerable leeway in determining their own pathways and 
procedures for issues including additional support needs and 
absence. Although policy outlines the need for multidisciplinary 
and multiagency teams, the health and education systems in 
Scotland operate autonomously, differing in funding, staff, and 
practices, and concerns persist regarding the onus on educators to 
provide support for children with additional support needs 
(Ballantyne et  al., 2022). Criticisms have been directed at the 
assessment process and allocation of resources and have identified 
a need for change in practitioner mindsets to better use resources 
allocated (Scottish Government, 2020). Concerns exist that the 
increased incidence of absence in Scottish schools is evolving into 
a crisis (Connolly et al., 2023) with an attendance rate of 90.2% in 
2022/23 marking a deterioration of 2.8% since 2018/19 and 1.8% 
since 2020/21, the most significant single-year drop in attendance 
since the Scottish Government started collecting this data in 2010 
(Scottish Government, 2023). Additional discussions with school 
leaders and educators in Scotland uncover a related trend: a notable 
surge in consistently low attendance among autistic learners 
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(Connolly et al., 2023), with Scottish Government data indicating 
an attendance rate of 91.6% for autistic pupils in 2022 compared 
with 94.1% in the wider population (Scottish Government, 2022). 
Feedback and data from a national parent survey (Children in 
Scotland, Scottish Autism and the National Autistic Society, 2018) 
affirm that a majority requiring absence support have autism 
diagnoses or related needs. The Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated 
this, as home learning provides a less demanding, more regulated 
environment. Prolonged absences diminish tolerance for school 
challenges, eroding established support strategies.

3 Key programmatic elements

3.1 Development of the ARA resource

During the Covid-19 pandemic, the NAIT team engaged with 
stakeholders locally and nationally who were familiar with ARA 
experiences. The aim of this engagement was to identify the nature of 
the issues surrounding ARA experience for autistic children and 
young people and identify potential solutions. This involved:

 1 Rapid review of scientific literature, policy, theoretical 
frameworks and approaches to support.

 2 Professionals’ feedback—synthesis of existing knowledge 
through leveraging our clinical and educational networks to 
understand current practice and solicit perspectives from 
parents and children and young individuals. The NAIT team 
also drew on their own experience of working with families 
from years in practice as education and health professionals.

 3 Stakeholder feedback: Virtual meetings conducted with parent 
volunteers to facilitate the collection of feedback from 
their children.

3.2 Wider NAIT program and pre-existing 
models used to support the development 
of the resource

The full NAIT program of work represents a complex 
intervention with several interacting parts including work over 
health, education and community settings (Maciver et al., 2022). 
Developments in inclusive practice in education are a major focus, 
with several linked and interconnecting strands. This multifaceted 
approach aimed to embed inclusivity principles into the daily 
educational experiences of children and young people with the goal 
not only of addressing specific needs related to ARA but also to 
foster a more inclusive educational landscape overall. Two NAIT 
initiatives are particularly pertinent, as they form a core aspect of 
the context in which the ARA resourced was implemented, as 
briefly described here.

First, the ARA resource draws and builds on the CIRCLE 
resource, an evidence-informed resource for education and 
health professionals to support universal inclusive practice within 
schools (Maciver et  al., 2020, 2021). CIRCLE aims to equip 
professionals with the guidance to assess and create inclusive 

environments and provides an introduction to a range of supports 
and strategies to support inclusion (Maciver et al., 2020, 2021). 
The central concept underpinning these efforts is the notion of 
“universal” supports, which embodies an inclusive classroom 
approach designed to meet the needs of all learners. This focus 
on good inclusive practice emphasizes the importance of 
proactively making adjustments before or alongside “specialist” 
interventions. The CIRCLE resource provides a framework 
promoting an “environment first” approach, as well as the idea 
that inclusion is a responsibility shared by all staff. The ideas that 
underpin effective supports and inclusion of autistic children 
specifically are highly consistent with the principles of inclusive 
schooling generally (Roberts and Webster, 2022) hence the 
application of the CIRCLE framework is supportive of practices 
around ARA. By incorporating CIRCLE ideas, educators can 
establish a foundation of universal inclusive practice (Maciver 
et al., 2020, 2021). NAIT supported national implementation of 
CIRCLE, providing a “train the trainer” package of videos and 
online materials to integrate the CIRCLE framework in schools. 
Additionally, online professional learning modules, created 
collaboratively with a government agency, were accessible to all 
teachers in Scotland, focusing on CIRCLE usage.

Second, the ARA resource approach is supported by and 
incorporates ideas from the SCERTS Framework, an evidence-
informed assessment and planning approach for children and 
young people (Yi et al., 2022). The SCERTS Framework operates as 
a solution to address factors impacting ARA by concentrating on 
three aspects as described by Prizant et al. (2006). First, “Social 
Communication” entails comprehending the “How and Why” of 
individual communication. Next, “Emotional Regulation” involves 
identifying strategies for “self-regulation” to achieve calmness and 
happiness, and “mutual regulation” to assist others or to be assisted 
by others. Finally, “Transactional Supports” encompass 
“interpersonal support”—adaptations made by those around the 
individual, and “learning supports”—including visual aids, 
curriculum adjustments, and adaptations to physical learning 
resources for enhanced accessibility and success. The ARA resource 
equips practitioners to address key aspects of autistic experience 
by  organizing ideas around SCERTS concepts, including an 
understanding of social communication, emotional regulation, and 
transactional supports (Prizant et al., 2006). NAIT supports the 
national implementation of SCERTS, including conducting training 
programs, in collaboration with SCERTS authors. This includes 
three-day training sessions, an online repository of SCERTS 
implementation guidance, and regional networks to provide 
guidance to professionals. SCERTS is a more specialist and complex 
framework so has lesser reach than universal application, but within 
some areas of Scotland it is becoming a more common model.

3.3 Program description

The 34-page ARA resource provides a short, practical and freely 
available guide for managing absences among autistic learners (see 
Supplementary material). The resource offers a structured approach, 
starting with the implementation of universal inclusive practice and 
highlighting key messages for supporting autistic children and young 

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1358354
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Johnston et al. 10.3389/feduc.2024.1358354

Frontiers in Education 04 frontiersin.org

people. Case studies provide examples of the concepts discussed. 
Reflective practice is encouraged, and the resource extends its guidance 

to support within home and school environments, and for emerging and 
existing ARA situations. The resource includes references and 
recommended reading materials. The key ideas and key messages which 
are presented in the resource are discussed below. The planning 
framework is also presented. See Figure 1 for a diagram representing 
key ideas.

3.4 Key concepts underpinning the ARA 
resource

Table 1 provides an overview of the key concepts underpinning 
the resource. Central themes include the “24-hour child,” an approach 
that extends beyond school; effective communication and 
collaboration with families; and a focus on low cost and practical 
support strategies. The resource promotes an “environment-first” 
perspective, emphasizing modifications in social and physical 
environments of school and home with a focus on predictability, 
desirability, and meaningfulness aligned with the child’s interests and 
needs. The “environment first” principle further posits the primacy of 
adaptations to the learning environment over skills or “behaviors.” An 
autism-informed lens provides understanding of social complexities 
and coping mechanisms like masking. Importantly, the resource 
promotes positive educational experiences by eschewing external 
reward systems, seeking to enhance intrinsic motivation and self-
driven engagement. Support strategies cover communication, sensory, 
and transition aspects.

FIGURE 1

ARA resource. An overview of the key concepts underpinning the 
resource, focusing on communication, sensory and transactional 
supports and the provision of predictable, desirable and meaningful 
environments across home and school to meet the child or young 
person’s needs and preferences.

TABLE 1 Key concepts underpinning the ARA resource.

Key idea Description

24-hour child Discrepancies between how a child presents at home and school are common and are often indicative of a problem building up. This 

resource recognizes that support at home must coincide with adjustments in the social and physical environment of school to maximize 

success. A comprehensive approach bridges these settings, acknowledging that changes implemented in one setting can impact on a 

child’s presentation and experience in both

Parents as partners Collaboration with parents is key to fostering a nurturing environment, characterized by a “no-blame” culture and openness to listen, 

believe, and respond compassionately. The resource emphasizes clear, planned communication between home and school, practical 

support for home routines, and acknowledgment of impacts on parents and the family. Addressing the impact of relationships on 

problem-solving related to attendance issues, including separation anxiety, is integral to this approach

No rewards The resource encourages reasonable adjustments to create predictable, desirable and meaningful educational experiences without 

relying on external reward systems, aiming to increase intrinsic motivation and self-driven engagement. Rewarding or praising children 

for tolerating the intolerable risks the child learning to mask rather than experiencing the school setting as a safe place to be their 

authentic self

Environment first The resource prioritizes modification to the physical and social environment within the school setting, emphasizing collaboration 

among stakeholders. In many cases it is the adults and environments that must change to ensure the child’s potential for successful 

participation and well-being

Predictable, meaningful, desirable The resource highlights three fundamental components crucial for a successful school experience: predictability, meaningfulness, and 

desirability. The stability and consistency of people and routines, the meaningfulness and personal relevance of educational activities, as 

well as the enjoyment and feelings of accomplishment or satisfaction derived from school engagement, collectively bolster learner 

engagement and alleviate anxiety

An autism lens This idea focuses on understanding autistic children, including individual communication and sensory preferences, thinking styles, 

coping mechanisms like masking, exploring the concept of double empathy, navigating the complexities of social dynamics within 

school, and recognizing the cumulative impact of stress

Communication, sensory, and 

transition supports

Supports are directed at three areas: communication, sensory, and transitions. These supports aim to foster positive participation in 

school, motivation to attend, a sense of being a valued member of the school and feeling heard and believed. The availability of 

multifaceted support helps with emotional regulation and confidence
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3.5 Key messages for practitioners

Table 2 shows “key messages” for practitioners. The key messages 
are designed to promote realistic, appropriate and effective strategies 
to facilitate the establishment of an environment tailored to the 
specific needs of autistic children or young people, and to be high level 
and straightforward. Most involve shifts in teacher or other adult 
mindset, with minimal additional costs, meaning they are largely cost-
neutral, an additional benefit for schools and practitioners. An 
anticipatory approach is advocated, predicated upon a comprehensive 
understanding of individual experiences, strengths, needs, and 
preferences. These key messages promote the importance of proactive 
planning and adjustments. They emphasize the value of engaging with 
parents to understand family dynamics and home life. Creating a 
predictable environment and curriculum are recommended, 
incorporating movement breaks into daily routines, the use of visual 
supports and provision of safe spaces. Practitioners are encouraged to 
shift their focus from labeling the child or young person as displaying 
“challenging behavior” to adopting a more compassionate perspective. 
Specifically, they are urged to reframe “challenging behavior” as a 
manifestation of distress which indicates a requirement for the adults 
around the child or young person to make adjustments and 
adaptations. This approach promotes a non-judgmental stance, 
fostering a proactive understanding of issues like autistic masking. 
Lastly, assigning two consistent key adults for each learner ensures 
clear communication and support during school activities 
and transitions.

3.6 ARA planning framework

Resolving anxiety related absence can take time (Maynard et al., 
2018; Melin et  al., 2022) and it is important that planning is 

individualized, consistent, organized and anticipatory. The ARA 
planning framework ensures a holistic and collaborative effort to 
enhance the school attendance experience for autistic children and 
young people, acknowledging the unique challenges they may face. 
A systematic process comprising several steps is recommended, with 
collaborative planning involving a team approach between 
practitioners, parents, and health professionals. Practitioners initiate 
the process through an assessment process and addressing the 
questions about the barriers to attendance present for a specific 
learner. The questions address developmental expectations, routine, 
predictability, independence support, environmental factors, 
desirability of activities, consistency of experiences in school, what 
success might look like for that learner, effective adaptations in place, 
involvement of various individuals, sensory preferences, parent 
views, and home-school communication. These inquiries aim to 
ensure a comprehensive understanding of the child and family’s 
experiences and promote a tailored, supportive approach. The 
planning cycle promotes reflective discussions, and setting realistic 
targets that prioritize adaptations to natural environments. 
Consistent communication, a staged intervention involving 
collaboration, and a cautious approach to traditional “therapeutic” 
methods (such as counseling or cognitive behavioral approaches) are 
also recommended.

3.7 Implementation methods

The implementation methods are detailed below.

 1 Initial guidance was sent out via email to professional networks 
in 2020 as part of a suite of resources targeted to return 
to  school following the COVID 19 pandemic (see 
Supplementary material).

TABLE 2 Key messages for practitioners.

Principle Description

Ensure adjustments are 

anticipatory

Ensuring “anticipatory” rather than reactive reasonable adjustments. An anticipatory approach involves understanding recent experiences, 

strengths, needs, and preferences, and preparing well ahead of any change or transition

Listen to parents Listening to and believing parents adds key insights into family dynamics and preferences. Understanding approaches and experiences at 

home provides useful information, and staff should seek to understand and respond to parents’ concerns

Provide predictability Predictability helps to reduce anxiety. Disrupted expectations increase anxiety. People, places and experiences should be made as predictable 

as possible. By understanding current concerns and creating the right social and physical environment, school will feel more predictable

Use visual supports An individual visual timetable fosters predictability and engagement, aiding in managing transitions and events. It supports understanding, 

communication, social interaction, transitions, routines, motivation, and participation, while reducing anxiety and apprehension. Length 

and format depend on needs and developmental stage

Provide a safe space A safe space offers a retreat for overwhelmed children, aiding in regulation. It should be individual, accessible, and readily available for 

independent use. Multiple unique safe spaces might be needed to cater for various needs and settings

Plan for movement breaks Planned movement breaks, individual or group-based, aid transitions, prevent distress, enhance focus, learning, emotional regulation, and 

reduce overwhelm. Tailored to preferences, these activities can be predictable, desirable and meaningful

Seek to understand distress Staff should reframe “behavior” as actions and responses arising from distress or dysregulation, adopting a non-judgmental perspective. To 

understand a child’s actions and responses, staff should seek reasons, identify possible triggers, avoid post-analysis with the child, and 

proactively prevent recurrence. Masking and double empathy are key concepts to consider

Two key adults Autistic children and young people and caregivers may struggle with knowing who to contact. Each learner should have two consistent key 

adults, ideally one from the Senior Leadership Team, as contacts. Children need to know how to access them for support during school. 

Both key adults should be involved in communication and planning, particularly during transitions
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 2 The resource was widely disseminated nationwide, made freely 
available online on the NAIT website, and supported by national 
virtual presentations and webinars. Invitations to the webinars 
were shared through professional distribution lists. The first of 
these presentations was delivered in 2020 through the Scottish 
Government Online Scottish Strategy for Autism Conference for 
which the Scottish Government requested pre-recorded themed 
submissions. A “Return to school” webinar was held in 2020 
which focused on wider supports for learners to return to school, 
including support for those who may be experiencing anxiety 
(Rutherford and Johnston, 2020). A further national webinar was 
held in 2022, which offered insights into autism including its 
nature and assessment, as well as supports for absence (Rutherford 
and Johnston, 2022). Importantly, this webinar also provided 
information for leaders planning a strategic approach to 
attendance. The webinar recording was uploaded to a YouTube 
platform for teachers in Scotland and also the NAIT website, with 
an email to all delegates sharing a link to the resource and to a 
recording of the webinar.

 3 Following the webinar in 2022, cascading through professional 
networks was facilitated by providing information and training 
resources to webinar delegates, with an invitation to share this 
with relevant and interested colleagues.

 4 Links to the relevant information and guidance was also shared 
with national organizations, and uploaded to websites 
including those which teachers access and those which parents 
and carers might access.

3.8 Post-implementation evaluation of the 
ARA resource

Feedback was gathered during the webinar held in 2022, using an 
online tool. Delegates were also asked to complete a post-webinar 
evaluation which was shared via a QR code during the webinar and 
sent out again to all delegates. As well as this opportunity to evaluate 
the resource, feedback was also sought through professional networks 
and expert practitioners in 2022. A summary of feedback was collated 
by the NAIT team, with next steps identified. Engagement with 
professional leads in local areas is underway to provide a long-term 
evaluation including an ongoing survey of professionals who have 
accessed the resource. Feedback could be used to develop an updated 
version which will be disseminated in future.

3.9 Feedback from users

The resource has garnered considerable interest and positive 
feedback, with 537 practitioners from 30 local authorities (geographic 
areas) attending the 2022 webinar, and 211 practitioners providing 
feedback after the event. The substantial turnout for the webinar affirms 
the resource’s face validity and its ability to engage staff. In reviewing 
feedback, attendees praised its balanced approach, advice, and 
informative content, noting that the recommendations were feasible and 
practical. An impactful aspect of the resource was noted as its ability to 
raise awareness and enhance understanding of autism. Feedback 
prompted the identification of “next steps.” Practitioners firstly expressed 

commitment to actively listen to autistic children and young people’s 
experiences. There was a recognized need to shift from surface-level to 
comprehensive autism-informed assessment. Practitioners discussed the 
importance of consistently promoting autism-informed thinking among 
staff, expressed a strong desire to discontinue ineffective practices, 
eliminate stigmatizing language like “school refusers,” and adopt 
“environment first” methods. Intentions were outlined to phase out 
reward-based approaches. Feedback stressed the fundamental 
importance of reflecting on current approaches and engaging in 
collaborative discussions with stakeholders. The necessity of listening to 
parents was emphasized, with a call to cease dismissing their perspectives, 
observations, and concerns, and avoid assumptions about uniformly 
shared goals among children, families, and schools. Practitioners 
highlighted the need to strengthen connections between home and 
school, recognizing the vital role of a supportive home-school partnership 
in providing comprehensive and effective support.

4 Discussion

The NAIT ARA resource offers a concise, practical, and freely 
available framework for addressing absence in autistic children and 
young people. Given the persistent attendance challenges among 
autistic learners, practical resources are essential to empower staff 
working in and with schools. Developed through stakeholder 
consultation and implemented nationally during the COVID-19 
pandemic, the resource signifies a shift toward supporting 
neurodivergent learners and fostering neuro-affirming mindsets. A 
key contribution is its capacity to cultivate inclusive thinking among 
school staff, aiming for more predictable, desirable and meaningful 
educational experiences. The resource prioritizes anticipatory support 
and autism-informed strategies over “behavioral” approaches, 
encouraging a focused understanding of anxiety causes. Proactively 
addressing attendance barriers for neurodivergent learners is crucial 
for creating an environment where they not only cope but thrive.

School communities and stakeholders are grappling with a lack of 
comprehensive neuro-affirming guidance, evidence-informed practices, 
and frameworks (Sobba, 2019; Anderson, 2020). In previous research, 
reasonable adjustments and the cultivation of peer connections have been 
shown to play a substantial role in creating an environment in which 
autistic learners can engage and thrive (Melin et al., 2022). Early detection 
and anticipatory support are also pivotal in averting chronic absences 
(Bonell et  al., 2019; John et  al., 2022). Some prevention and early 
intervention programs have focussed on school climate for reducing 
adolescent mental health problems (Bonell et al., 2019; John et al., 2022). 
Interventions might also focus on psychological support, for example 
anxiety (Delli et al., 2018) and school-based mental health (Greig et al., 
2019; Punukollu et al., 2020). However generic strategies to improve 
attendance miss the key aspect of autistic learners needing to endure an 
environment they may find intolerable (Tomlinson et al., 2020). This also 
poses a substantial risk of encouraging masking and making the child feel 
that their authentic self or identity is not valid (Beardon, 2019). The ARA 
resource diverges from traditional methods by eschewing reward-based 
approaches by acknowledging that non-attendance among autistic 
learners often arises from factors beyond their control (Tomlinson et al., 
2020; Totsika et al., 2020). Importantly, it does not advocate addressing 
anxiety related absence through alternative educational pathways like 
forest schools or homeschooling.
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A notable innovation of the ARA program is its “environment-first” 
perspective, drawing on key concepts from the neurodiversity paradigm 
(Fletcher-Watson and Happé, 2019; Pellicano and den Houting, 2022), 
the social model of disability (Shakespeare, 2006) and the frameworks of 
CIRCLE (Maciver et al., 2021) and SCERTS (Yi et al., 2022). Protective 
environmental factors assume a key role in cultivating a supportive 
ecosystem for autistic learners (Hatton, 2018; Adams, 2022), extending 
beyond the school setting to encompass the child’s 24-hour life. The 
program aims to create a non-judgmental school environment, fostering 
understanding and support for children, young people and families. This 
perspective shifts the responsibility for change from the child to those in 
their environment. Meaningful change here arises from collective efforts. 
Instead of engaging in counseling or problem-solving with the child or 
young person, the ARA resource places the onus on adults to observe, 
reflect, and act. The program places significant emphasis on the notion 
that “the young person will do something… when the adults do 
something,” recognizing that action of adults is pivotal for achieving 
positive outcomes.

A key idea of the resource is that different reasons for absence 
exist, and that insights into possible mediating pathways, supports, 
and necessary actions stem from teachers’ models of why the absence 
is occurring (Klein et al., 2022). The ARA resource therefore places 
emphasis on understandings of why absence might be happening. 
Changing mindsets is key. Poor attendance labeled as truancy, for 
example, has negative connotations with teachers, who report 
irritation and frustration toward truant learners (Wilson et al., 2008). 
As a result, teachers are less willing to support (Klein et al., 2022). On 
the other hand, in the context of autism, when teachers possess a 
comprehensive understanding of autism and the reasons for absence, 
they are more inclined to help (Petersson-Bloom et al., 2023). An 
empathetic understanding of autistic individuals in a neurotypical 
world, as well as the extreme difficulties of some environments for 
autistic people, is essential for fostering appropriate actions. Autism-
specific knowledge equips educators with the insights needed to create 
inclusive and accommodating environments. They can make 
adjustments that cater for sensory sensitivities and unique cognitive 
styles and foster an environment where support is effective in 
promoting the academic and personal growth of autistic learners 
(Petersson-Bloom et  al., 2023). The goal is to make school a 
predictable, appealing, and meaningful choice for autistic learners and 
their families, ensuring that they select it as their primary option.

Future development, implementation, and dissemination will 
face barriers and facilitators. Barriers include general issues with 
attitudes to inclusion (Krischler and Pit-Ten Cate, 2019) as well as 
the theoretical and practical knowledge that school staff have about 
autism and related differences (Vincent and Ralston, 2020; Melin 
et al., 2022). Overcoming deficit-oriented mindsets and historical 
views of autism is crucial. Regarding facilitators, increasing 
awareness of autism and an emphasis on inclusivity and 
neurodiversity both within Scottish education and more widely in 
society are supportive, as is a desire for improved collaboration 
among health and education stakeholders. Positive feedback to date 
serves as a strong foundation for the use of this resource. Future 
research should focus on outcomes for schools and children and 
young people. The development of case studies of use in schools 
would offer in-depth examinations of real-world applications, 
contributing to the growing body of evidence on best practices for 
supporting neurodivergent learners.

Cross-cultural applicability of the ARA should be  carefully 
considered given the context in which it was implemented. The NAIT 
program is grounded in the Scottish context. As a complex intervention 
building on an interacting network of pre-existing inclusive education 
strategies and ideas, the ARA approach and resources may require 
adaptation if applied in different contexts. However, the key underlying 
principles, mechanisms and potential outcomes proposed are relevant 
across many different contexts. Given the established association between 
anxiety and school absence internationally, as well as the pressing need 
to facilitate neuro-affirming practices in schools, it is likely that that the 
underpinning ideas and principles have wide applicability. Exploration 
of the transferability of the resource to different contexts may be valuable 
for those working to improve attendance for autistic students.

5 Methodological constraints

As the resource has been distributed widely online, it is not 
possible to obtain records to establish how many practitioners 
have subsequently accessed it. The resource has high levels of face 
validity; however, longer-term evaluation remains necessary. 
There is limited evaluation data from children, young people and 
families, and further evidence is required to assess how well 
practitioners can implement the recommendations and the 
resulting outcomes, both in preventing absence and ensuring 
return to school. This will inform further refinements and 
adjustments to the resource.

6 Conclusion

The NAIT ARA resource provides supports for practitioners. Our 
knowledge and application of the neurodiversity paradigm continues 
to evolve, and future review of the materials should reflect the most 
recent evidence about neuro-affirming practice creating a foundation 
for autistic individuals to engage academically and thrive.
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