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In the paper, the author discusses educational interactions focused on a child with
autism. The first part of the study presents the characteristics of functioning of an
autistic child, taking into account specific needs and difficulties. The research mate-
rial was used to present the specificity of child’s functioning in certain developmen-
tal spheres: socio-emotional sphere, cognitive sphere, self-care, communication,
sensory integration and motor integration. Bearing in mind a multi-profile diagnosis
of the disorder and including various spheres of child’s functioning, the diagnosis
was referenced to programming the process of support. The author concludes by
presenting a reflection on dilemmas and challenges in education of autistic children.
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Introduction - Individual needs of a student with autism
According to the scientific literature, childhood autism is a dis-

order of a complex nature. As emphasized by Aleksandra Maciarz,
it is a diverse syndrome with many different symptoms. Thus, child-
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hood autism is a heterogeneous and multiform disorder [Maciarz,
2000, p. 9]. However, Iwona Chrzanowska points out numerous
controversies over the subject. In her opinion, the syndrome should
be referred to as autism spectrum disorder, i.e. an area with three
types of patients having characteristic autistic features. The patients
have different expectations, mechanisms and causes of develop-
mental difficulties [Chrzanowska, 2012, p. 107]. As Jolanta Wasilew-
ska, Elzbieta Jarocka-Cyrta and Maciej Kaczmarski indicate: the
symptoms of the three axial directions of development are referred to as the
so-called autistic triad and include: social development disorders, deficits
and dysfunctions in communication (verbal and non-verbal) and beha-
vioural disorders. The phenotypic variability of autism also includes a dif-
ferent level of mental development — cognitive impairment [Wasilewska,
Jarocka-Cyrta, Kaczmarski, 2009, p. 40]. This is in line with the Ka-
zimierz Zablocki” findings, who points out that autistic disorders
are a series of many developmental abnormalities, which differ in
aetiology and the specificity of child’s functioning. Thus, upbring-
ing and educational problems in children with autism depend on
their individual skills and predispositions. However, as K. Zablocki
emphasizes, we can indicate a certain area characteristic for this
group. In his opinion, the most common disorders and abnormali-
ties are related to social development [Zablocki, 2002, p. 65]. Judith
Bluestone also points to communication as a common area. At the
same time, she believes that viewed from standpoint of the didactic
and educational work with a child with autism, it is communication
that determines both quality and effectiveness of educational, di-
dactic and therapeutic interactions. In the author’s opinion, general
functioning of a child with autism is also determined by the prob-
lem with setting patterns and the unity of senses. Indeed, an autistic
child makes attempts to put a disorganized and constantly changing
reality in order. According to J. Bluestone, it is natural that a child
with autism will strive to implement predictable sequences to bring
order in its life and eliminate chaos [Bluestone, 2012, p. 89].
Pursuing the theme of the specificity of early childhood autism,
we should mention that the disorder is associated with congenital
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dysfunctions of the nervous system. As indicated in the scientific
literature, the aetiology of the disorder is multifactorial and relative-
ly complicated. The symptoms worsen and are especially noticeable
before the age of three. As Urszula Bigas indicates, both infants and
children before the age of two may present different symptoms of
autism spectrum disorder. The symptoms generate characteristic
reluctance to establish social relations, systematic behaviours and
avoidance of communication [Bigas, 2012, pp. 361-365]. However,
according to the scientific literature, these behaviours are intention-
al and deliberate. Their autotelic goal is communication, but one
that is acceptable to a child with autism [Markiewicz, 2004, p. 91].
According to Barbara Winczura, this is due to the fact that [...] any
non-communication, cutting ties or withdrawal is a kind of an autistic
child’s search for understanding [...] [Winczura, 2004, p. 91].

It is worth emphasizing that sometimes social development dis-
orders are not noticeable at all stages. However, as U. Frith points
out, early childhood is an important stage of development. Indeed,
in the author’s opinion: Early childhood - from the age of 3 to 5 - is the
period in which the social isolation of an autistic child reaches its peak. [...]
Five-year-old autistic children usually show progress in the development of
social skills and general adaptation. In fact, in these children, socialization
progress is observed throughout the entire period of development (Frith,
2009, p. 132). As Lorna Wing indicates, the isolation is also a conse-
quence of aggressive behaviours, destructive actions and the lack of
cause-and-effect analysis. The accompanying anxiety intensifies
reluctance to interact with others and aggravates hostile, defensive
reactions [Wing, 2005, p. 118]. As K. Zablocki points out: Some scien-
tists believe that limited skills in playing are one of the causes of impaired
interactions between children with autism and their peers. Without the
ability to make friends, the children do not have an opportunity to practice
all necessary social skills, including the ability to function in a group, co-
operate or control impulsiveness [Zablocki, 2005, p. 82]. It should also
be mentioned that implementation of the upbringing and educa-
tional process is influenced by various problems of children with
autism. The most frequent issues included in the scientific literature
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are digestive tract disorders, symptoms of heavy metal poisoning
[Dawidiuk, 2009, p. 24], sleep disorders [Pisula, 2010, p. 63], Can-
dida fungal infections, weakened immunity and numerous allergies
[McCandless, pp. 52-59]. For the purpose of this study, stereotypi-
cal behaviours in children with autism should also be mentioned.
As ]. Bleszynski points out: In early childhood autism, i.e. until the age
of 12 months - stereotypes and general anxiety coexist; they are observed
mainly as hand and head movements, around the age of 2 they occupy
a central place in the child’s behaviour, repertoire of stereotypes is expand-
ing; aggravation of anxiety and highly expressive reactions; play is stereo-
typical, schematic [Bleszynski, 2011, p. 96]. According to the scientific
literature, there are various examples of rigid behaviour patterns,
their nomenclature is also diverse, e.g. fixations, mannerisms, stere-
otypes, perseverations, compulsions, obsessions and others [Char-
man, Bair, 2002, pp. 289-300].

Iwona Chrzanowska also addresses an important issue of func-
tioning of a child with autism in contemporary school. She believes
that autism causes the child to take on a characteristic student role
which is different from the commonly known. The author points to
a specific relationship. If we have an autistic student in our school, it
is also necessary to have teachers and educators adequately pre-
pared for this work. The researcher investigates knowledge of con-
temporary and future educators about autism and a number of di-
lemmas related to education and integration at the educational
level. The study results clearly indicate the existence of harmful
stereotypes about autism in the selected social group. This also
proves the lack of knowledge and skills which are crucial to under-
take work necessary to stimulate the multidimensional develop-
ment of a child with autism [Chrzanowska, 2012, pp. 109-114].

A case study — data analysis

Before starting data analysis, it is worth presenting methodolog-
ical assumptions of our research. The aim of the study was to pre-
pare a program of working with a child with autism in primary
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school. Detailed problems involved the following areas: demographic
characteristics of the child, boy’s functioning in particular spheres:
socio-emotional sphere, cognitive sphere, self-care, communication,
sensory integration and motor skills. To implement the research, the-
oretically justified conceptual and instrumental procedures were
adopted in order to cover the entire investigation and then solve
a given scientific problem. For the purposes of this study, a case
study research method was chosen. It allows to include a broad
philosophical context. As Wladyslaw Tatarkiewicz indicates, the
first studies based on this method can be found in the works of fa-
mous philosophers: Socrates, Plato or Aristotle [Tatarkiewicz, 1999,
pp. 70-74]. With reference to the methodological literature, Tadeusz
Pilch points to the following definition of a case study: ... is a method
of research based on the analysis of individual human fates involved in
specific educational situations, or the analysis of specific phenomena of
educational nature seen through the prism of human biographies with
a view to diagnose a case or phenomenon and undertake therapeutic activities
[Pilch, 1974, p. 62]. According to this definition, the method is some-
what different from the techniques used in pedagogy. According to
the definition presented by Mieczyslaw Lobocki, which is in line
with the T. Pilch’s definition, the method of an individual case study
and monographic method are two variants of the so-called case study, i.e.
in its narrow and broad sense [Lobocki, 2000, pp. 245-250].

As demonstrated in the introductory section to this publication,
a student with autism has the need for an individualized assess-
ment of his/her skills, competences and problems. On the other
hand, the definition indicated by T. Pilch gives grounds to believe
that the case study method chosen for this analysis will allow for
a thorough and multifaceted exploration of the topic. The following
research techniques were used in the study: questionnaire interview
with the class tutor, questionnaire interview with the teacher co-
organizing integration education, questionnaire interview with the
teacher - speech therapist, observation and desk research. These
research techniques were used to collect source material and pre-
pare the boy’s case study.
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Adam M. born X.X.2013'

Adam was born in 2013. In the 2019/2020 school year, he at-
tended the kindergarten in a state school. In mother’s opinion, the
child’s development was normal until the age of 2. The mother
compared her son’s achievements to the development of his older
brother. Problems with social interactions and abnormalities in the
general development observed by the mother and the teaching staff
of the kindergarten resulted in a consultation at the Psychological
and Pedagogical Out-patient Clinic. In the 2017/2018 school year,
specialists decided on the need for early support of the child’s de-
velopment, i.e. special education. The documentation clearly indi-
cated that the organization of upbringing and education should
include special methods and forms of work adapted to children
with autism. The key task of the educator and other entities respon-
sible for the boy’s educational and therapeutic process is, according
to the documentation, operationalization of educational and thera-
peutic goals and their adaptation to individual needs and skills of
the child. Moreover, it is necessary to adapt rooms and the organi-
zation of the class life to allow the boy function properly by reducing
the number of stimuli. The source material (completed question-
naire of the interview with the class tutor, completed questionnaire
of the interview with the teacher co-organizing integration educa-
tion, completed questionnaire of the interview with the speech ther-
apist teacher, analysis of the certificate on the need for special edu-
cation, analysis of the statement on the need for early support of the
child’s development, observation of the boy’s work - observation
sheet, analysis of the initial diagnosis of the child’s readiness to
begin primary school education, analysis of the boy’s artistic and
technical works, analysis of exercises and notebooks with doodles)
was used to prepare the characteristics of boy’s functioning in par-
ticular spheres. It is as follows:

1 Child’s name was changed. Day and month of birth were concealed, year of
birth is real.
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1. Socio-emotional sphere - The boy interacts with peers. He
makes a brief eye contact and creates a common area of interests.
He shows an interest in the surroundings, plays with toys for
a short time, but becomes bored relatively quickly. He seeks new
activities on his own. When interacting with teachers and other
school staff, he shows respect and uses polite phrases. His beha-
viour is easy. When playing, he sometimes does not follow the rules
of the class community (he often throws blocks, sometimes he does
not tidy up toys after play - teacher’s reminder is necessary).

2. Cognitive sphere - Short-term attention, he becomes easily
distracted, often changes activity and is hyperactive. When perform-
ing tasks, he initially listens and follows commands, he respects bans.
Signs of impatience and difficulty concentrating appear fairly quick-
ly. Involuntary attention, which is dominant, is stimulated by inter-
esting objects and activities. The boy requires repetitions, commands
and mobilization to complete the task. He can match three shapes to
a puzzle, build a tower of many blocks, form a picture from 4 parts,
play with water and other substances: he pours liquids and loose
substances, puts items into containers, pours from one container into
another, arranges according to a simple pattern.

3. Self-care - As for self-care, from time to time, he needs help
from the teacher, has problems with putting shoes on properly. He
reports physiological needs, eats and drinks on his own, maintains
the correct posture while eating a meal.

4. Communication - Active and passive vocabulary is normal.
There is a speech impediment. The boy correctly identifies and
names items, counts to 10, names colours. Adam usually palatalizes
dentalized sounds: sz, z, cz, dz, s, z, ¢, dz, however, sometimes he
correctly articulates these sounds. He substitutes k with t, f with ch,
r with 1, 1i with ly. When pronouncing more difficult words, simpli-
fications, elisions and shifts appear. His articulation is largely age-
adequate. He uses gerund clauses and short statements. Adam has
difficulty understanding complex commands and expressing cause-
and-effect relationships. The child often does not answer questions,
but sticks to the issues that are interesting to him. The boy has diffi-
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culty in spontaneous describing the content of pictures, but tries to
answer the questions related to the picture.

5. Sensory integration - The sense of hearing, taste, smell, sight
are normal. Touch - no features of hyper or hyposensitivity. He
likes games based on the sense of touch acc. Bogdanowicz, activities
in which he can get dirty, for example making Plasticine figures,
using play doh, playing with kinetic sand, painting with 10 fingers,
with sensory boxes filled with rice, beans and peas. His priopriocep-
tive system is hypersensitive - he is eager to play movement games
and is very fond of climbing. He likes strong pressure, while play-
ing he often hits the body hard against the ground or the floor. The
child seeks pressure, has a great need to frolic, often falls to his
knees, eagerly wrestles, and loves jumping intensively. The vestibu-
lar system is hyposensitive. Adam very often tries to change his
activity, is hyperactive, runs and jumps. He has difficulty maintain-
ing a sitting position for longer. He likes fast movement. He gets
distracted quickly.

6. Motor skills - Fine motor skills - he uses the right hand.
Manual dexterity is significantly reduced: boy’s drawing requires
support from the teacher. He can reproduce the pattern from an
example picture, but he cannot create it himself. He likes painting
and uses the technique of 10 fingers on large sheets of paper. He
makes Plasticine rollers, picks up small items and puts them in
a box with a hole, puts blocks on a peg, etc. Gross motor skills - the
boy prefers playing on the carpet, he walks up and down the stairs
by himself. General motor skills are good, age-adequate.?

This characteristics of boy’s functioning was used to develop
a program of multifaceted interactions. Within each sphere, general
and specific goals were indicated, taking into account the boy’s
skills and predispositions as well as difficulties not related to the
developmental disorder. Within each sphere, a proposal for didactic
activities was made (the program of support). The program is pre-
sented in the table below.

2Source: Own study based on the source material.
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Conclusion - educational process in children with autism
— dilemmas and challenges

Education of a child with autism entails not only various di-
lemmas, but also challenges for modern school. A child with autism
spectrum disorder requires both interpersonal and individual sup-
port provided in all areas of educational activity. It is obvious that
interpersonal skills are necessary for establishing and maintaining
relationships with other people. It is sometimes impossible to
measure and precisely estimate social skills, which belong to the
group of psychosocial soft skills. However, because these skills play
a particularly important role in social adaptation and have an influ-
ence on multidimensional development, it is necessary to empha-
size the need for social skills training. We should take advantage of
everyday circumstances and situations to model desired behaviours
and emotional reactions. The teacher ought to be eager and unbi-
ased in implementing the program. Any didactic and educational
activities should be focused not only on acquiring skills and
knowledge, but aimed at shaping interpersonal interactions, en-
couraging verbal contact and eliminating secondary dysfunctions.
Based on the review of scientific literature and the research data, we
can conclude that regularity is the autotelic value in working with
an autistic child. When interacting with the child, the teacher should
undertake various activities to stimulate its multidimensional de-
velopment. As Deborah Deutsch Smith points out, It is of utmost
importance that autistic students experience programmed and supported
interactions with healthy peers. This provides them with the correct pat-
terns of behaviours and peer interactions (Smith, 2008, p. 297). An over-
riding goal of autistic children education is to achieve child’s
self-reliance and resourcefulness in functioning in various areas of
life. Working with an autistic child requires cooperation between an
educator, teacher co-organizing integration education, school peda-
gogue, psychologist and other teachers supporting the process of
therapy, education and upbringing. It is also important to ensure
regular cooperation with parents/caregivers and institutions such
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as psychological and pedagogical counselling centres. In order to
optimize the effects of interactions, all entities involved should con-
stantly improve their skills and knowledge about education of chil-
dren with autism spectrum disorder.
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