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Executive Summary 

The white paper "Children with Autistic Spectrum Disorders, Learning Difficulties, and their Quality 
of Life" explores the intersection of Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) and learning difficulties in 
children, focusing on the impact on their quality of life. It emphasizes the importance of 
understanding the nuances of ASD, learning difficulties, and associated medical conditions to 
provide targeted support. 

Key findings include: 

1. Growing Prevalence: ASD diagnoses have significantly increased, highlighting the need for 
enhanced resources and support, particularly for high-functioning autistic children who 
often lack sufficient assistance. 

2. Non-Verbal Autism: Non-verbal autistic individuals are often misunderstood, with their 
cognitive abilities underestimated. The paper stresses the importance of recognizing the 
distinction between non-verbal autism and intellectual disability, advocating for tailored 
educational approaches. 

3. Gender Disparities: The increasing rate of ASD diagnoses among girls reflects improved 
awareness, necessitating gender-sensitive interventions. 

4. Regional and Educational Disparities: There are regional differences in the diagnosis and 
support for children with Learning Difficulties and ASD, and high-functioning autistic 
children, particularly those who are homeschooled, often receiving inadequate educational 
support. 

The paper concludes with recommendations for better data collection, targeted interventions, 
public education, and ongoing research to improve the quality of life for children with ASD and 
learning difficulties. It serves as a resource for educators, healthcare providers, and policymakers, 
aiming to guide future research and policy development.  

Introduction 

Understanding the nuanced differences between ASD, learning difficulties, and their associated 
medical conditions is crucial for improving quality of life. This paper synthesizes data from NHS 
England and the Department of Education to highlight key areas of concern and opportunities for 
targeted interventions. 
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Definitions and Classifications 

The NHS categorizes learning disabilities into several types: 

• Mild Learning Disability: Difficulty with complex information, minimal support needed.  

• Moderate Learning Disability: Greater challenges in learning and communication, more 
support required. 

 

• Severe Learning Disability: Significant challenges, requiring substantial support.  

• Profound and Multiple Learning Disabilities (PMLD): Severe intellectual and physical 
disabilities, requiring highly specialised support.  

• Specific Learning Disabilities: Includes dyslexia, dyscalculia, and dyspraxia, affecting 
specific areas without impacting general intelligence. 

Associated Medical Conditions 

• Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): A developmental disorder affecting communication, 
social interaction, and behaviour, often accompanied by hypersensitivity to sensory stimuli 
such as light, sound, and touch."  

• Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD): Characterized by inattention, 
hyperactivity, and impulsivity. 

• Down Syndrome: A genetic disorder leading to developmental delays and intellectual 
disability. 

Current Data Trends 

Analysis of Special Educational Needs data reveals significant trends:  

• ASD Growth: From 400,000 children in 2016 to 950,000 in 2024, showing an annual 
increase of approximately 68,000 children in England.  

• PMLD Stability: Stable numbers around 22,000, with little correlation to ASD.  

• SLD Stability: Slight increase from 65,000 in 2016 to 67,000 in 2023, despite a significant 
relationship with ASD. 

• MLD Decline: A decrease from 55,000 in 2016 to 45,000 in 2023, likely due to diagnostic 
challenges. 

Gender and ASD 

Data indicates that ASD diagnoses in girls have been accelerating, reflecting improved awareness, 
and understanding, which contrasts with the previously held belief that ASD predominantly affects 
boys. 
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Prevalence and Challenges 

o Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 
o Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) In 2022, an estimated 700,000 individuals in the 

UK were living with ASD, representing about 1% of the population. Increased 
awareness expanded diagnostic criteria, and better screening have contributed to  

o the rise in recorded prevalence. While this growth reflects improved recognition, 
some researchers suggest potential increases due to environmental and genetic 
factors, though there is no consensus on this. Regardless of the reasons, people, 
largely children, annually diagnosed with ASD is increasing at a considerable rate 
and Local Government, the NHS and interested charities need to plan for adequate 
support in all its forms. 

o Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 
o ADHD affects approximately 2.6 million people in the UK, including both children 

and adults. The prevalence rates vary, with ADHD impacting around 5% of children 
and 2.5% of adults. This condition often co-occurs with other disorders, including 
learning difficulties and ASD, requiring integrated care approaches.  

o Non-Verbal Communication in Learning Disabilities 
o Approximately 30% of individuals with learning disabilities in the UK are non-verbal 

or have limited verbal communication. This subgroup faces unique challenges and 
relies on alternative communication methods. Access to specialized support and 
therapy is crucial for enhancing their quality of life.  

Issues and Implications 

o Regional Variations 
o Regional variations in diagnosis rates and levels of support highlight differences in 

healthcare access, local policies, and awareness levels across the UK. 
o Autism and Profound and Multiple Learning Disabilities (PMLD)  

o While there is some overlap between autism and PMLD, they are distinct conditions. 
Only a small proportion of autistic individuals have PMLD, estimated at around 5-10%. 
Understanding this distinction is crucial for providing appropriate support and 
interventions. 

o Autism and Learning Difficulties (LD) 
o There is a significant overlap between autism and learning difficulties, particularly 

intellectual disabilities. Approximately 30-40% of individuals with autism also have 
intellectual disabilities, though this varies widely depending on the definition of learning 
difficulties. Broader definitions could raise this proportion to 50-60%, highlighting the 
diversity within the autism spectrum. Communication difficulties are a core feature of 
ASD, and some autistic individuals are non-verbal. The proportion of non-verbal autistic 
children varies, influenced by the severity of the condition and access to support. 
Understanding this variation is key to providing effective communication interventions. 
Historically, around 25-30% of children with autism were considered non-verbal. This 
figure has been influenced by the evolution of diagnostic criteria and the introduction of 
early intervention programs. Recent studies suggest that the proportion of non-verbal 
children with autism may be closer to 20-25%. This decrease is attributed to better early 
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intervention and support services, which help some children develop verbal 
communication skills. 

 
o Severity of Autism:  

o Children with more severe forms of autism, particularly those with co-occurring 
intellectual disabilities, are more likely to be non-verbal. 

o Early Intervention: 
o Access to early intervention, including speech therapy, plays a crucial role in improving 

communication outcomes. 
o Individual Variability: 

o  The autism spectrum is broad, and individual communication abilities vary widely. 
Some children may develop verbal skills later in life, while others may rely on alternative 
forms of communication. 

o Non-Verbal Autism 
o Non-verbal autism refers to individuals who do not use spoken language effectively. 

However, being non-verbal does not equate to an intellectual disability. Non-verbal 
individuals can have normal or above-average intelligence and often communicate 
through alternative means, such as writing, gestures, or augmentative and alternative 
communication (AAC) devices. Non-verbal autistic individuals can have strong cognitive 
abilities, often demonstrated through non-verbal means. Examples include excelling in 
visual-spatial tasks, music, art, or problem-solving. Their intelligence might be "hidden" 
due to communication challenges, but this does not diminish their cognitive potential. 

o High Functioning and Non-Verbal 
o There are children in the UK who are considered both high-functioning and non-verbal 

autistic, but it is a complex and nuanced population. The term "high-functioning" 
typically refers to individuals with autism who have strong cognitive abilities, often with 
IQs in the average or above-average range, but the term is increasingly debated due to 
its lack of specificity and because it does not necessarily account for challenges in 
communication or social interaction. 

o Being both high-functioning and non-verbal is a distinct condition within the broader 
autism spectrum. These children may excel in certain areas, such as logical reasoning, 
memory, or visual thinking, but they struggle to develop speech. While they may not 
communicate verbally, they can often understand language and communicate using 
other methods, such as Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) devices or 
sign language. 

o Given the variability in how "high functioning" autism is defined and the challenges 
these children face in developing verbal skills, it is difficult to pin down exact numbers. 
However, non-verbal, and high-functioning children make up an important part of the 
autism spectrum and often require specialized interventions.  

o Intellectual Disability 
o Intellectual disability is characterized by significant limitations in intellectual 

functioning and adaptive behaviour. While some autistic individuals have intellectual 
disabilities, being non-verbal alone does not indicate an intellectual disability.  
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o Educational Considerations 
o It is crucial to differentiate between non-verbal autism and intellectual disability when 

considering educational placements. Bright non-verbal children will not benefit from 
being placed in classes designed for children with intellectual disabilities, as their 
educational needs and cognitive abilities can be significantly different.  Educational 
systems should recognize the diverse cognitive abilities within the non-verbal autistic 
population and provide tailored support to help these individuals reach their full 
potential. 

Issues Affecting Autistic Children 

o Communication Challenges:  
▪ Autistic children often struggle with understanding social cues, body language, 

and facial expressions. This can make it difficult for them to engage in typical 
social interactions and form friendships.  

o Social Anxiety:  
▪ Many autistic children experience heightened anxiety in social situations, which 

can lead to avoidance of social interactions. 
o Literal Thinking: 

▪  They may interpret language very literally, which can lead to misunderstandings 
in conversations. 

o Physical Changes:  
▪ The bodily changes during puberty can be particularly distressing for autistic 

children, who may have heightened sensitivity to sensory stimuli.  
o Emotional Regulation: 

▪  Hormonal changes can exacerbate difficulties with emotional regulation, 
leading to increased anxiety, mood swings, or meltdowns.  

o Hyper Sensitivity 
▪ Light Sensitivity (Photophobia) 
▪ Sound Sensitivity (Hyperacusis) 
▪ Touch Sensitivity (Tactile Defensiveness) 
▪ Smell Sensitivity (Olfactory Sensitivity) 
▪ Taste Sensitivity (Gustatory Sensitivity) 
▪ Proprioceptive and Vestibular Sensitivity  
▪ Proprioceptive Sensitivity:  
▪ Vestibular Sensitivity: 

Management and Support 

Environmental Modifications: Adjustments like dimming lights, reducing noise levels, or providing 
quiet spaces can help individuals manage their sensory sensitivities.  Sensory Tools: Items like 
noise-cancelling headphones, weighted blankets, or sensory-friendly clothing can provide comfort. 
Occupational therapy and sensory integration therapy can help individuals develop coping 
strategies and improve their ability to manage sensory input.  Hypersensitivity to sensory stimuli is a 
significant aspect of ASD and can influence behaviour, social interactions, and quality of life. 
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Understanding and accommodating these sensitivities is crucial for creating supportive 
environments for individuals with ASD.  

 
Education 

 
o Learning Styles: 

▪  Bright autistic children may excel in certain subjects, especially those that 
involve patterns, logic, or detailed information. However, they might struggle 
with subjects requiring abstract thinking or social understanding.  

o Individualized Education Plans (IEPs):  
▪  Tailored educational plans can help address specific learning needs and 

strengths, providing accommodations such as extra time on tests or a quiet 
space for studying. 

o Supportive Environment: 
▪  A supportive and understanding school environment is crucial. Teachers and 

staff should be trained to recognize and support the unique needs of autistic 
students. 

o Home schooling  
▪ Can be a great option for bright autistic children, offering a tailored and flexible 

learning environment. You can tailor the curriculum to your child’s strengths and 
interests, allowing them to excel in areas they are passionate about while 
providing extra support where needed. It allows your child to learn at their own 
pace, which can reduce anxiety and frustration associated with traditional 
classroom settings. Learning at home can provide a more comfortable and less 
sensory-overloading environment, which is beneficial for many autistic children.  
 

Conclusions 

• The increasing diagnosis rates, especially for ASD, highlight the need for enhanced support 
and resources. Continued collaboration between the NHS, educational institutions, and 
other stakeholders is essential to improve the quality of life for children with ASD and 
learning difficulties. 

• The rising prevalence of ASD in the UK is mostly a result of improved awareness, diagnostic 
criteria, and reporting. While environmental and genetic factors remain areas of active 
research, there is no unmistakable evidence of an alarming increase due to new causes. 
Understanding the relationships between autism, PMLD, learning difficulties, and non -
verbal communication is essential for developing effective support systems. A balanced 
perspective that recognizes the importance of improved diagnosis, while continuing 
research into underlying factors, will guide public health policies and ensure adequate 
resources for affected individuals. 

• Being non-verbal in the context of autism is not synonymous with having an intellectual 
disability. Non-verbal autistic individuals can have a wide range of cognitive abilities, 
including high intelligence. It is essential to recognize that verbal communication is just one 
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of many ways to express thoughts and ideas. With the right support and tools, non -verbal 
autistic individuals can demonstrate their cognitive strengths and contribute meaningfully 
to their communities. Educational approaches should be tailored to meet the specific 
needs of non-verbal individuals, ensuring that their potential is fully realized.  

• High-functioning autistic children have unique and specific needs that differ significantly 
from those with learning difficulties. Unfortunately, these needs are currently not well 
addressed in the education system. Unlike learning difficulties, which receive relatively 
consistent support across England, high-functioning autistic children often receive minimal 
assistance. This lack of support is even more pronounced for those who are homeschooled, 
as they lose access to standard educational resources that would typically be available in a 
school setting, further disadvantaging them in their education.  

Recommendations 

• Enhanced Data Collection: Improve the granularity of data to better understand trends 
and support needs. 

• Targeted Interventions: Develop specific programs addressing the unique challenges 
faced by different subgroups. 

• Gender-Sensitive Approaches: Tailor strategies to address the rising diagnoses among 
girls. 

• Targeted Support Systems: Develop specialized communication and learning 
interventions for non-verbal and learning-disabled individuals. 

• Ongoing Research: Continue exploring environmental and genetic factors to understand 
their potential impact on autism prevalence. 

• Public Education: Enhance public understanding to mitigate alarmism and promote a 
balanced view of rising diagnosis rates.  

• Regional Policy Adjustments: Address regional disparities in diagnosis and support 
through targeted policy initiatives. 

• Early and Targeted Intervention: Invest in early intervention programs that include speech 
therapy and alternative communication methods to support non-verbal autistic individuals. 

• Public Awareness and Education: Enhance public understanding of the distinction 
between non-verbal autism and intellectual disability to prevent underestimation of non-
verbal individuals' cognitive abilities.  

• Customized Educational Strategies: Develop and implement educational strategies that 
cater to the unique needs of non-verbal autistic children, avoiding assumptions based 
solely on their communication abilities. Provide high functioning autistic children with a 
genuine support package aimed at enhancing their educational opportunities and ensuring 
an appropriate environment particularly if home schooling is advised. This should also 
include professional help with understanding social interaction and associated skills. 
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This white paper aims to provide a foundation for further research and policy development to 
support children with ASD and learning difficulties, improving their quality of life. It aims to inform 
stakeholders about the current state of ASD and learning difficulties in the UK, providing insights to 
guide future research, policy, and support services. It serves as a resource for educators, 
healthcare providers, and policymakers to better understand the relationship between autism and 
non-verbal communication, ensuring that non-verbal autistic individuals receive the support they 
need to thrive. This white paper aims to provide a foundation for further research and policy 
development to support children with ASD and learning difficulties, ultimately improving their 
quality of life. It aims to inform stakeholders about the current state of ASD and learning difficulties 
in the UK, providing insights to guide future research, policy, and support services. It serves as a 
resource for educators, healthcare providers, and policymakers to better understand the 
relationship between autism and non-verbal communication, ensuring that non-verbal autistic 
individuals receive the support they need to thrive. Provide high functioning autistic children with a 
genuine support package aimed at enhancing their educational opportunities and ensuring an 
appropriate environment particularly if home schooling is advised. This should also include 
professional help with understanding social interaction and associated skills. 


