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Modifying the Preschool Classroom to Include Children with Autism: 

Project Description 

 I have developed a manual for general education preschool teachers which 

outlines ways to accommodate inclusion of children ages 3-5 years with autism in the 

classroom. An overview of autism and an outline of impairments challenging those 

with autism accompanies examples of modifications to the general education 

preschool classroom. The manual includes information on current laws governing 

inclusion and information on current inclusionary settings. This manual is intended to 

provide general education preschool teachers guidance on ways to modify their 

current programs to be sure all children in the classroom become successful early 

learners. 

Background Information 

 The manual begins by outlining information on autism spectrum disorders, 

federal laws which mandate special education services, and inclusion of students in 

the least restrictive learning environment. It reviews current inclusionary settings and 

outlines the benefits of inclusionary settings for all young children. The manual also 

reinforces the principle that best practices in early childhood education are based on 

developmentally appropriate practices of diverse learning styles of the individual 

preschool child, with or without autism. 

Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs) 

Autism is a developmental disorder currently diagnosed in one in 150 children 

 (Centers for Disease Control, 2007). The Autism Society of America (ASA, 2007) 

reports autism is the most common of all pervasive development disorders and the 

numbers for those diagnosed with autism continue to rise. They further report, while 
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autism is not particularly prevalent among any racial, ethnic or educational levels, it 

is four times more prevalent in boys than in girls.  Researchers from the Kennedy 

Krieger Institute have demonstrated that a large number of children with autism can 

be diagnosed as early as fourteen months (Landa, Holman, Garret-Meyer, 2007). 

Because of the wide range of abilities and skills of those with autism, the 

disorder is often referred to as a spectrum of disorders (Bruey, 2004).  Five 

categories of syndrome diagnoses make up the autism spectrum. These five 

diagnoses include: autistic disorder; Asperger’s syndrome; childhood disintegrative 

disorder (CDD); Rett’s disorder; and pervasive development disorder-not otherwise 

specified (PDD-NOS) (ASA, 2007). Each of the disorders on the spectrum is often 

accompanied by other mental health or developmental disabilities (Kutscher, 2005). 

For instance, it is not uncommon for a child with autism to also have learning 

disabilities, mental retardation, obsessive compulsive disorders, attention deficits, 

Tourette’s syndrome, sensory integration problems, bipolar disorder or any 

combination of disorders.  These shared diagnoses, termed “comorbidities,” (Bruey, 

2004) not only present a challenge to professionals making an autism diagnosis, but 

yield significant challenges to special educators assigned to provide appropriate 

services. 

Core Features of Autism 

When describing children with autism, it is common for professionals to use 

the terms “high functioning” or “low functioning autism” (Bruey, 2004).  As a general 

rule, those with high functioning autism have an average IQ, can speak in short 

sentences, and are relatively cooperative. A person is often considered lower 
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functioning if his autism is accompanied by mental retardation, he has minimal 

speech or is non-communicative, and he has significant behavior problems (2004). 

Those familiar with autism may also be familiar with the phrase, “If you know 

one person with autism, you know one person with autism” (Kluth, 2003, p. 2). No 

two people with autism share the same experiences, or abilities. However, people 

with autism do share similarities in areas of impairment. These impairments include 

poor social interaction, communication, imagination, restricted, repetitive and 

stereotypical behavior/activities, sensory issues, and the inability to understand 

another person’s perspective, referred to as theory of mind (Autism Society of 

America, 2007). 

Early Intervention for Autism 

The Centers for Disease Control (CDC, 2007) report autism is the second most 

common serious developmental disability after mental retardation. They further 

emphasize the importance of public awareness of the increasing incidents of autism 

and advise earliest intervention possible for children on the spectrum. Studies 

(Bruey, 2004) reveal young children with autism who receive intervention before the 

age of five have a better chance of making progress enough to be included in general 

education classes. This manual highlights the benefits of early intervention and 

outlines intervention strategies for general education teachers. For teachers 

interested in learning more about autism spectrum disorders (ASDs), suggestions for 

further reading, an annotated bibliography, and a contact list of organizations and 

websites specializing in autism research is included as an appendix in the manual.  
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The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act  

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) of 1997 

and its reauthorization, IDEA 2004 mandate all children who have disabilities which 

adversely affect their educational performance are eligible for special education 

services (Department of Education, 2004). Autism is defined as a disability in the 

Diagnostic and Statistics Manual (DSM) published by the American Psychiatric 

Association (Autism Society of America, 2007), thereby making those with autism 

eligible for special education services.  Additionally, any child with a disability is 

entitled to an Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP) for preschoolers ages three to 

five, or an Individualized Education Plan (IEP), for children in public school.  Parts B 

and C of the law stipulate a child must be educated in his “least restricted 

environment” in his natural environment. This means any child with a disability must 

be included in settings with peers as much as possible whether the natural setting is 

in the home, at a child care center or a school (Hooper & Umansky, 2004).  In 

compliance with IDEA, children to be included in any environment are also entitled to 

disability services through their local government, school or agency. 

Current Inclusion Settings 

Latest 2005 statistics on the prevalence of autism (CDC, 2007) indicate in the 

United States, 193,637 children ages 6-12, and 30,305 preschool children three to 

five years of age were receiving public special education services under an autism 

label. Since many children do not enter the special education system with an autism 

label, these statistics for the prevalence of autism in public schools are particularly 

underestimated.  
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Studies on inclusion (Purcell, Horn & Palmer, 2007) for early education 

suggest many local education agencies do not have public preschool educational 

settings for typically developing children.  For many localities, children with autism 

are educated at home with public special education assistance, or in a self-contained 

public special education preschool classroom which includes other children with 

disabilities.  While it is common to mainstream children with disabilities once they 

reach the elementary level, there are few, if any, publicly run preschool programs in 

which children with autism can be included with typically developing peers (Hooper & 

Umansky, 2004).  To create inclusive programs children with disabilities are often 

placed in private, community-based preschools or public Head Start programs 

(Odom, Peck, Hanson, Beckman, Kaiser, Lieber et al., 2007).  Given the rise in the 

prevalence of autism, and family requests for children to be part of the mainstream, 

private preschools are a viable inclusion alternative. 

Why Inclusion? 

 The purpose of inclusion is to provide children with disabilities an opportunity 

to participate in activities with same-age peers while providing same-age peers the 

opportunity to interact with children with disabilities (Hooper & Umansky, 2004). It is 

important young children understand everyone belongs and everyone is accepted in 

the classroom and community. Killaran and Adams (2006) suggest children with 

disabilities face a myriad of discriminatory educational practices. In the past few 

decades, children with disabilities have been separated from the mainstream and 

placed in self-contained classrooms with children of same or varying disabilities. They 

stress the right of all children to education with their same age typically developed 

peers. The focus of the manual is to suggest ways teachers can provide 
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accommodations in their classrooms so children with autism have the opportunity to 

be educated in the least restrictive environment along with their same age peers. 

Preparing to Include Children with Autism 

While private preschool programs follow teacher to child ratios regulated by 

government licensure, and many preschool programs are accredited, general 

education preschool teachers have little experience teaching children with varying 

disabilities (Hooper & Umansky, 2004).  To accommodate the rise in autism 

diagnoses, and to comply with the least restrictive environment mandate, preschool 

teachers should be prepared to adopt classroom strategies to include children with 

autism in the general education classroom. The strategies any teacher undertakes 

must consider developmentally appropriate practice, best practices, and differences 

in learning styles of each individual student (National Association for the Education of 

Young Children, 1997). To include a child with autism in the classroom, the teacher 

must also be familiar with learning styles and challenges typical of children on the 

autism spectrum. 

Empirical Studies on Core Deficits in Autism 

 The manual emphasizes early intervention benefits for children with autism 

when they are exposed to typically developing children. Empirical studies on including 

young children with autism include benefits in improved social, communication and 

peer play (Quill, 1995). Particular gains are reported (Volkmar, 2005) in social 

competence and play skills when children with autism are part of an inclusionary 

environment. 
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What All Preschoolers Need to Know 

 Whether a young preschool child has a disability or not, there are specific 

areas of development which are enhanced through an early preschool education 

experience.  Through play in the classroom, preschool children develop social-

emotional and language and communication skills which provide a solid first school 

experience (Early Childhood Funders, 2007). The National Association for the 

Education of Young Children (2007) emphasizes children who are nurtured and 

stimulated during their first years of life are better prepared for future school years. 

Social reciprocity. Social reciprocity is a major educational goal for all 

preschool children. On the other hand, social reciprocity is a challenging deficit for 

the child with autism. Since children with autism typically do not learn through 

observation and modeling, they require direct instruction to develop the skills 

necessary for social interaction (Howley & Arnold, 2005). Placement in an inclusive 

environment where they can receive guidance from teachers and directly from same-

age peers provides those with autism the social network beneficial for every child’s 

social and emotional growth (Kluth, 2003). 

Play in the classroom. The young child’s world is constantly inundated with 

directions on behavior, specific daily routines, language and social corrections from 

the adults in their charge. When a child can play without adult supervision and 

direction, he can take what he’s learned and apply it to every domain of his play. 

Through play, children can construct shared meanings of their skills, values, and 

knowledge of their lives (Charman & Stone, 2006). Because they lack the skills for 

imaginative play and they struggle to develop necessary peer relationships, many 

young children with autism need specific direction on how to play with peers and how 
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to correctly play with classroom materials (Charman & Stone, 2006). Equating play 

with the child’s culture, researchers (Willis, 2006) suggest inclusionary play with 

peers provides natural opportunities for children with autism to learn to play in the 

company of children who understand how to play. With the teacher as facilitator, 

playing with typical developing friends in an inclusionary environment provides 

children with autism the necessary instruction they require to be successful in 

preschool and following school years. 

Modifications to the preschool classroom. As indicated earlier, this manual 

was drafted to provide early intervention benefits for children with autism when they 

are exposed to social interaction with typically developing children. Modifications 

focus on assistance in improving social, communication and peer play for children 

with  autism.  Warner et. al. (2007) suggests inclusion modifications involve altering 

the classroom environment to increase participation of all students as well as 

modifying materials so children can work independently. Activities should be 

developmentally-appropriate, simplified, and broken down into smaller tasks so 

children can be successful. Teachers should capitalize on children’s interests and 

activities and be available to intervene to support children’s efforts.   

Best Practices in a Preschool Classroom 

 Best practices in any preschool classroom are based on developmentally 

appropriate practices. The National Association for the Education of Young Children 

(Bredekamp & Copple, 1997) outlines developmentally appropriate practice as the 

outcome of a process through teachers’ decision-making that draws on three bodies 

of knowledge: (1) what teachers know about children’s development; (2) what 

teachers know about each individual child in their care; (3) what teachers know 
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about each child’s culture and the social context in which the child lives and learns 

(p. vii). Instruction should be individualized as much as possible. An exemplary 

preschool classroom is designed to meet the needs of the individual child, whether or 

not the child has a disability (Circle of Inclusion, 2007).  When a child’s particular 

needs are not being met, the program should be adapted to accommodate the child. 

Teachers must remain flexible to various learning styles and children’s specific 

individual needs. 

Best practices (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997) should also include: 

development of topics which interest students; allowing children to make choices for 

play and activities; and an appealing classroom environment.  The classroom should 

be set up in learning centers which are logically arranged as a safe and inviting place 

to learn. Preschool classrooms require a myriad of hands-on materials to facilitate 

children’s learning about their environment. Activities should be planned to consider 

basic concepts which can be scaffolded for an extension of learning for every child. 

And, in an inclusive classroom, peers should be encouraged to assist one another, 

model appropriate behaviors and understand every child is important to the 

classroom (Warner, Lynch, Nabors & Simpson, 2007). 

Best practices in every early childhood classroom provide a solid first school 

experience with goals to provide every young child the best learning environment and 

academic opportunities. With the some modifications, children with autism can be 

provided the same opportunities for learning as their typically developing peers.  This 

manual reviews best practices and outlines modifications for children with autism to 

fulfill best practice goals. 
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Project Objectives 

Elaboration of Project Description 

This manual for general education preschool teachers to use as a resource for 

including children with autism in their classroom is timely and necessary. With the 

current incidence of autism at one in 150 children and rising in the United States 

(CDC, 2007), special educators are scrambling to keep up with the latest empirical 

teaching techniques.  While the autism spectrum includes a diverse range of 

cognitive abilities, most preschool children with autism are attending public schools 

in a self-contained classrooms with peers at all levels of the spectrum. This leaves 

little opportunity for students with autism who are ready for the experience to be 

mainstreamed with same age typically developing peers.  Private preschool programs 

provide an opportunity for the mainstream process. However, general education 

preschool teachers often know very little about teaching children with autism (Circle 

of Inclusion, 2007). This manual helps to fill that knowledge gap. 

Why Develop a Manual? 

In August 2008 I will graduate from George Mason University with a degree in 

in early childhood special education, “Early Childhood Development: A Study in 

Autism.”  The summer of 2007 I had an internship opportunity with the Johns 

Hopkins School of Medicine’s Kennedy Krieger Institute (KKI) in Baltimore, Maryland. 

I worked directly with Dr. Katherine Holman, Co-Investigator for a study in Early 

Detection, Intervention and Neurobiology in Autism (“STAART”) and KKI’s Early 

Achievements Intervention study for the Research and Education for Autism in 

Children (REACH) program at the Center for Autism and Related Disorders (CARD).  

When my internship began, Dr. Holman’s group had just completed a year-long 
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teacher immersion program in collaboration with Baltimore County School’s. 

Teachers selected for the program learned and practiced the latest empirical 

techniques for teaching young preschool children with autism by following a semi-

replication of KKI’s classroom model. 

I am also the parent of a son with Asperger’s Syndrome and I have been 

teaching general education preschool for the past fifteen years. In 2007 I accepted a 

young child with autism in my general education preschool classroom. I modified my 

classroom instruction, routines and lesson plans to his benefit, and to the benefit of 

all my young students. His positive experience with typically learning peers earned 

him acceptance in a mainstream kindergarten class. These experiences led me to 

the idea for developing this manual. 

Combining Disciplines Early Childhood Special Education and Psychology 

 As indicated earlier, autism is a developmental disorder which is defined as a 

disability in the Diagnostic and Statistics Manual (DSM) published by the American 

Psychiatric Association. As a neurological disorder, it merits continued studies in 

psychology to learn about varied features, likenesses, differences, and idiosyncrasies 

for each individual with autism. Additionally, as the incidence of autism rises, so does 

the need for individuals educated about the spectrum, especially those who will 

provide services to young children. Special education teachers are just beginning to 

learn about the disorder. My BIS interdisciplinary study of psychology and early 

childhood special education combined with an autism study enabled me to better 

understand the rise in autism diagnoses and address services currently challenging 

professionals in special education. Past teaching experiences have provided 

background information on best practices in early childhood education. Putting this 
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manual together draws from my interdisciplinary study, my summer 2007 internship 

at the Kennedy Krieger Institute, past teaching experiences, and the experience of 

raising my own child with autism.  

Technical Descriptions 

 The manual is designed in an easy to read format. It contains some clip and 

copy ideas for schedules, and ideas for developing social stories.  While the manual 

provides enough information on autism spectrum disorders to assist program 

planning, there is not too much information that it is overwhelming. Additionally, the 

manual is written so teachers can choose particular topics of interest and read those 

without having to read the entire manual. The manual also includes a section on 

suggestions for further reading on specific areas of interest, an extensive annotated 

bibliography and a list of organizations which specialize in autism spectrum 

disorders. 

 Inclusionary strategies are presented in the manual which can then be 

generalized throughout the classroom for all of the children. The manual begins with 

general information on autism spectrum disorders and addresses inclusion.  The 

body of the manual is divided into the following information: Language and 

Communication; Social Skills; Classroom Environment; Play; and Guidance. Each 

chapter outlines typically developing children’s abilities in the domain compared to 

challenges children with autism face in each of the areas. A scenario of a child with 

autism is included in the middle of each chapter, followed by classroom strategies or 

modifications to address challenges. 

 The prototype of this manual is 50 pages double spaced, including 

appendices, using Printmaster software. It is bound with a ComBind personal 
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presentation binding system.  It is intended as a quick overview and reference, and a 

solid starting point for those preschool teachers considering inclusion of a child with 

autism in their general education classroom. 
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