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1.0  INTRODUCTION

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterised by persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction, accompanied by restricted and repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, or activities (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013). The condition presents across a broad spectrum of abilities and support needs, resulting in considerable variation in children's developmental profiles and educational requirements. Early identification and intervention are widely recognised as essential for improving developmental outcomes and enhancing children's participation in educational settings (Lord et al., 2020).

Globally, the prevalence of ASD has increased substantially over the past two decades. According to the World Health Organization (2023), approximately one in every 100 children is diagnosed with ASD, although prevalence estimates vary across countries due to differences in diagnostic practices, awareness, and healthcare accessibility. The increasing number of children diagnosed with ASD has created significant demands on early childhood education systems, particularly regarding practitioners' preparedness to implement inclusive and evidence-based educational practices.

In Malaysia, awareness of ASD has improved considerably, resulting in greater recognition of the educational and developmental needs of children with autism. Government initiatives, together with support from organisations such as the National Autism Society of Malaysia (NASOM), have contributed to increased advocacy, early intervention programmes, and inclusive educational opportunities. Nevertheless, many early childhood practitioners continue to encounter considerable challenges when supporting children with ASD, including behavioural management, communication difficulties, classroom participation, and the implementation of developmentally appropriate learning activities (Hasan et al., 2017; Majin et al., 2017).

Children with ASD often experience difficulties across multiple developmental domains, particularly social interaction, communication, emotional regulation, and adaptive behaviour (Murphy et al., 2016). Although motor development may not be impaired in every child with ASD, previous studies have reported that many children experience delays in both gross and fine motor skills, which may subsequently influence their participation in classroom learning and physical activities (Bo et al., 2016). Consequently, early childhood practitioners are required to employ effective instructional strategies that accommodate children's diverse developmental characteristics while fostering meaningful learning experiences.

The effectiveness of educational support for children with ASD depends largely on practitioners' professional knowledge, pedagogical competence, and ability to respond to individual learning needs. Practitioners frequently adapt teaching strategies, classroom environments, communication approaches, and behaviour management techniques to facilitate children's engagement and participation. However, these adaptations are often accompanied by professional challenges, including limited teaching resources, inadequate specialised training, behavioural difficulties, and insufficient institutional support.

Although previous research has extensively examined intervention programmes and developmental characteristics associated with ASD, relatively fewer studies have focused on practitioners' lived experiences in managing the daily challenges encountered within early childhood educational settings, particularly in the Malaysian context. Understanding practitioners' experiences is essential because they directly influence the quality of inclusive educational practices and children's developmental outcomes. Exploring practitioners' perspectives may also provide valuable evidence for improving professional development programmes, institutional support systems, and inclusive educational policies.

Therefore, this study aims to explore the challenges experienced by early childhood practitioners when supporting children with autism spectrum disorder and to identify the practical strategies they employ to overcome these challenges. The findings contribute to a deeper understanding of practitioners' professional experiences and offer practical recommendations for strengthening inclusive early childhood education in Malaysia.

2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Autism Spectrum Disorder in Early Childhood Education

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is recognised as one of the most prevalent neurodevelopmental disorders affecting children's cognitive, behavioural, communicative, and social functioning (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013). According to the *Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders* (DSM-5), ASD is characterised by persistent deficits in social communication and interaction, together with restricted and repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, or activities. The condition presents with varying degrees of severity, meaning that each child demonstrates unique developmental strengths and support needs (Lord et al., 2020).
Children with ASD frequently experience challenges in communication, social interaction, emotional regulation, sensory processing, and adaptive behaviour (Lord et al., 2020). These developmental characteristics often influence children's participation in classroom activities and require educators to adopt differentiated instructional approaches that address individual learning needs (Odom et al., 2018). Consequently, practitioners play a critical role in facilitating children's developmental progress by providing structured learning environments, responsive interactions, and evidence-based teaching strategies.

Early intervention has consistently been recognised as one of the most effective approaches for improving developmental outcomes among children with ASD (Zwaigenbaum et al., 2015). Effective intervention during the early childhood years enhances communication skills, social competence, adaptive behaviour, and school readiness while reducing long-term developmental difficulties (Lord et al., 2020). Therefore, the competence of early childhood practitioners represents a fundamental factor influencing the quality of educational experiences received by children with ASD.

2.2 Challenges Encountered by Early Childhood Practitioners

The increasing prevalence of ASD has substantially expanded practitioners' responsibilities within inclusive early childhood education. Although inclusive education provides opportunities for children with diverse abilities to learn together, practitioners frequently encounter numerous challenges that influence the effectiveness of teaching and learning (UNESCO, 2020).

One of the most frequently reported challenges involves behavioural management. Children with ASD may display repetitive behaviours, emotional dysregulation, sensory sensitivities, or tantrums that interrupt classroom routines and require immediate practitioner intervention (Matson et al., 2016). Managing these behaviours requires practitioners to possess specialised knowledge, patience, and appropriate intervention strategies.

Communication difficulties represent another major challenge. Since many children with ASD experience limitations in expressive and receptive language, practitioners often need to modify instructional delivery using visual supports, simplified language, gestures, and structured communication systems (National Research Council, 2001; Odom et al., 2018). The absence of effective communication may reduce children's engagement during learning activities and increase behavioural difficulties.

Classroom management also presents considerable challenges. Inclusive classrooms require practitioners to balance the learning needs of children with ASD alongside those of typically developing peers while maintaining a positive learning environment (Sharma et al., 2019). This responsibility becomes increasingly demanding when practitioners receive limited professional training or institutional support.

Limited educational resources constitute an additional challenge. Previous studies have demonstrated that insufficient teaching materials, specialised equipment, and classroom support services may reduce practitioners' ability to implement evidence-based instructional practices effectively (UNESCO, 2020). Resource limitations are particularly evident in developing educational contexts where specialised services remain unevenly distributed.

Professional wellbeing should also be considered. Numerous studies have reported relatively high levels of occupational stress and emotional exhaustion among practitioners working with children with ASD due to increasing instructional demands, behavioural management responsibilities, and administrative expectations (Jennett et al., 2003; Robertson et al., 2021). Consequently, continuous professional development and organisational support are essential for maintaining practitioners' effectiveness

2.3 Strategies Used by Practitioners

Despite these challenges, practitioners employ various evidence-based strategies to enhance children's learning experiences and developmental outcomes.

One widely recognised approach involves establishing structured and predictable learning environments. Children with ASD generally benefit from consistent classroom routines, visual schedules, and clearly organised learning spaces, which reduce anxiety and promote independent participation (Mesibov & Shea, 2010).

Positive behaviour support represents another commonly implemented strategy. Rather than focusing on punishment, practitioners reinforce desirable behaviours through positive reinforcement, encouragement, modelling, and clear behavioural expectations (Carr et al., 2002). Positive behaviour support has consistently demonstrated effectiveness in improving children's social participation and reducing challenging behaviours.

Individualised instruction is equally important. Since developmental profiles differ considerably among children with ASD, practitioners frequently modify teaching materials, learning activities, and instructional pacing to accommodate individual strengths and learning preferences (Odom et al., 2018). Such adaptations promote greater engagement and improve children's participation during classroom activities.

Collaborative partnerships between practitioners and parents further strengthen educational outcomes. Parents provide valuable information regarding children's behavioural characteristics, communication styles, and effective intervention strategies that practitioners can incorporate into classroom practice (Blue-Banning et al., 2004). Effective home-school collaboration therefore contributes to greater consistency between educational and home environments.

Finally, continuous professional development enables practitioners to improve their knowledge of inclusive pedagogy, classroom management, communication strategies, and evidence-based intervention techniques. Previous research consistently indicates that practitioners receiving specialised autism training demonstrate greater confidence and instructional effectiveness than those without formal preparation (Roberts & Webster, 2022)

2.4 Research Gap

Although previous studies have extensively investigated intervention programmes, behavioural characteristics, and inclusive educational practices for children with ASD, relatively limited research has explored practitioners lived experiences within Malaysian early childhood education settings. Most existing studies focus on intervention effectiveness rather than examining the practical challenges practitioners encounter during everyday classroom practice and the strategies they employ to address these challenges.

Furthermore, evidence regarding practitioners' perspectives remains limited within the Malaysian context, particularly from qualitative investigations that provide in-depth insights into professional experiences. Therefore, this study addresses this gap by exploring practitioners' challenges and strategies when supporting children with autism spectrum disorder in early childhood education. The findings contribute to the growing body of knowledge by informing practitioner training, inclusive educational policy, and professional practice.




3.0 METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research Design

This study employed a qualitative research design using a phenomenological approach to explore practitioners lived experiences in supporting children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Phenomenology is particularly appropriate when the objective is to understand how individuals interpret and make meaning of their experiences within a particular phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Since this study sought to explore practitioners' challenges and strategies in managing children with ASD, the phenomenological approach enabled participants to describe their experiences from their own professional perspectives.

Qualitative research provides rich and contextualised insights into participants' perceptions, beliefs, and experiences that cannot be adequately explained through quantitative methods (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Therefore, this approach was considered the most appropriate for addressing the research objectives.

3.1 Research Setting

The study was conducted in early childhood education centres located in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Kuala Lumpur was selected because it offers relatively greater access to inclusive educational institutions and practitioners who possess direct experience in supporting children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. The research enabled the researcher to obtain information from practitioners actively engaged in daily educational practice with children with ASD

3.3 Participants

Purposive sampling was employed to recruit participants who possessed relevant professional experience in working with children with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Purposive sampling is widely used in qualitative research because it allows researchers to select information-rich participants who can provide comprehensive insights into the phenomenon being investigated (Patton, 2015).

Six early childhood practitioners participated in this study. All participants had direct experience supporting children with ASD within early childhood educational settings. Their professional experiences enabled them to provide detailed descriptions of the challenges encountered during daily practice and the strategies they adopted to support children's learning and development.

The relatively small sample size is consistent with phenomenological research, which prioritises depth of understanding rather than statistical generalisation (Creswell & Poth, 2018)

3.4 Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. This method enabled participants to describe their professional experiences while allowing the researcher to probe emerging issues for greater clarification. Semi-structured interviews provide flexibility while maintaining sufficient consistency across participants, making them particularly suitable for qualitative investigations involving lived experiences (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015).

Each interview focused on practitioners' experiences in supporting children with autism spectrum disorder, including the challenges encountered during classroom instruction, behavioural management, outdoor activities, and communication with children. Participants were also asked to describe the practical strategies they employed to overcome these challenges within their educational settings.

Prior to data collection, informed consent was obtained from all participants. Participation was voluntary, and confidentiality was maintained throughout the research process.

3.5 Data Analysis

The interview data were analysed using thematic analysis. Following transcription, the interview data were read repeatedly to achieve familiarity with the participants' responses. Meaningful statements were subsequently coded, and similar codes were grouped into categories before broader themes were generated.

Thematic analysis enabled the researcher to identify recurring patterns across participants' experiences while preserving the richness of qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Through this analytical process, several major themes emerged, representing practitioners' challenges and the strategies adopted to support children with autism spectrum disorder.

To enhance analytical rigour, the researcher continuously compared codes and themes across interview transcripts to ensure consistency throughout the coding process.

3.6 Trustworthiness

The trustworthiness of qualitative research was established using the criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985), namely credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability.

Credibility was enhanced through prolonged engagement with participants and careful interpretation of interview responses. Dependability was strengthened by maintaining systematic documentation throughout the research process, including interview protocols and coding procedures. Confirmability was achieved by ensuring that interpretations were grounded in participants' own accounts rather than researcher assumptions. Transferability was supported by providing detailed descriptions of the research context, participants, and research procedures, enabling readers to determine the applicability of the findings to similar educational settings.

3.6 Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was obtained prior to data collection. Participants were informed of the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of participation, and their right to withdraw from the study at any stage without penalty. Written informed consent was obtained before each interview commenced.

To protect participants' privacy, all identifying information was removed from the interview transcripts, and pseudonyms were used during data analysis and reporting. Interview recordings and research documents were securely stored and accessed only by the researcher throughout the study.

3.6 Summary 

The qualitative phenomenological design adopted in this study enabled an in-depth exploration of practitioners' professional experiences in supporting children with autism spectrum disorder. Through purposive sampling, semi-structured interviews, and thematic analysis, the study generated comprehensive insights into practitioners' challenges and practical strategies, thereby addressing the research objectives while ensuring methodological rigour and ethical integrity






4.0 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The thematic analysis of the six semi-structured interviews identified four major challenges experienced by practitioners when supporting children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD): (1) challenges during the teaching and learning process, (2) classroom management, (3) outdoor learning activities, and (4) managing children's tantrum behaviours. In response to these challenges, practitioners consistently employed several practical strategies, namely maintaining children's emotional regulation, providing appropriate physical reassurance when suitable, using positive persuasion, and offering continuous guidance throughout learning activities.

These findings demonstrate that practitioners' experiences extend beyond instructional delivery and involve emotional support, behavioural management, environmental adaptation, and collaborative communication. Similar findings have been reported in previous studies, indicating that effective support for children with ASD requires flexibility, specialised knowledge, and responsive teaching practices (Odom et al., 2018; Roberts & Webster, 2022)

Theme 1: Challenges During the Teaching and Learning Process

The interviews revealed that sustaining children's engagement during teaching and learning activities represented one of the most significant challenges encountered by practitioners. Participants explained that children with ASD often demonstrated limited attention spans, inconsistent participation, and varying responses to instructional activities. Consequently, practitioners frequently modified lesson delivery according to children's interests, emotional readiness, and individual developmental abilities.

These findings correspond with previous research demonstrating that children with ASD process information differently from their typically developing peers and therefore require differentiated instructional approaches (National Research Council, 2001; Odom et al., 2018). Rather than relying solely on traditional teacher-centred instruction, practitioners continuously adapted learning experiences to maintain children's motivation and participation.

The findings also highlight the importance of practitioner flexibility. Instead of strictly adhering to lesson plans, practitioners adjusted teaching strategies according to children's behavioural responses, illustrating reflective teaching practice within inclusive early childhood education.

Theme 2: Classroom Management

Another prominent challenge involved managing inclusive classroom environments while simultaneously meeting the diverse developmental needs of children with ASD. Participants reported that classroom organisation, sensory distractions, and peer interactions frequently influenced children's attention and behaviour.

Previous studies similarly emphasise that classroom structure significantly affects learning outcomes among children with ASD (Mesibov & Shea, 2010). Structured routines, visual supports, predictable transitions, and organised learning environments contribute to reduced anxiety and increased classroom participation.

The practitioners interviewed recognised that effective classroom management extends beyond maintaining discipline. Instead, classroom organisation functions as an instructional strategy that enables children with ASD to understand expectations, regulate behaviour, and participate more confidently in learning activities.

Theme 3: Outdoor Activities

Participants also described challenges associated with outdoor learning activities. While outdoor environments provide valuable opportunities for developing motor skills, social interaction, and exploratory learning, they simultaneously present additional behavioural and safety considerations for children with ASD.

Several practitioners explained that some children experienced sensory sensitivities, became distracted by environmental stimuli, or demonstrated difficulty following group instructions during outdoor sessions. These observations support previous findings indicating that environmental unpredictability may increase behavioural challenges among children with ASD (Fletcher-Watson & Happé, 2019).

Despite these challenges, practitioners recognised that outdoor learning contributed positively to children's physical development, confidence, and social participation. Consequently, they recommended careful planning, increased supervision, and structured outdoor activities to maximise children's learning experiences.


Theme 4: Managing Tantrum Behaviour

Managing tantrum behaviour emerged as one of the most demanding aspects of practitioners' professional responsibilities. Participants reported that tantrums frequently interrupted classroom instruction and required immediate behavioural intervention to ensure children's emotional wellbeing and classroom safety.

Previous literature indicates that challenging behaviours among children with ASD frequently originate from communication difficulties, sensory overload, environmental changes, or frustration resulting from unmet needs (Matson et al., 2016). Therefore, practitioners emphasised the importance of identifying the underlying causes of behavioural episodes rather than responding solely to observable behaviours.

The findings demonstrate that practitioners viewed behavioural management as an opportunity to understand children's emotional needs rather than as a disciplinary issue. Such perspectives are consistent with positive behaviour support approaches widely recommended within contemporary inclusive education (Carr et al., 2002)

Strategies Used by Practitioners

Emotional Regulation and Maintaining Calm

One of the most frequently reported strategies involved helping children regain emotional regulation before continuing instructional activities. Practitioners explained that calming children reduced behavioural escalation and improved their readiness to participate in learning.

This finding aligns with research demonstrating that emotional regulation forms an essential foundation for successful learning among children with ASD (Robertson et al., 2021). Children who experience reduced anxiety and emotional distress are more likely to engage positively in educational activities.

Appropriate Physical Reassurance

Some practitioners described providing physical reassurance, including comforting gestures or supportive physical contact where appropriate and ethically acceptable, to help children feel secure during emotionally challenging situations.

The effectiveness of physical reassurance depends on each child's sensory preferences and established professional boundaries. Therefore, practitioners emphasised that supportive physical contact should always be individualised, culturally appropriate, and implemented in accordance with institutional safeguarding policies.

Positive Persuasion

Positive verbal persuasion was another strategy consistently described by participants. Encouragement, gentle communication, and positive reinforcement were used to motivate children to participate in learning activities and reduce resistance toward instructional tasks.

These findings support positive behaviour support literature, which consistently demonstrates that reinforcement-based approaches promote children's social participation while reducing challenging behaviours (Carr et al., 2002).

Continuous Guidance

Finally, practitioners highlighted continuous guidance as a fundamental component of effective educational practice. Rather than expecting children with ASD to complete learning tasks independently, practitioners provided ongoing prompts, demonstrations, and individual assistance according to children's developmental needs.

Continuous guidance reflects the principles of differentiated instruction and scaffolding, whereby adult support is gradually adjusted according to children's progress (Vygotsky, 1978). This approach enables practitioners to promote both learning independence and developmental growth.

Discussion

Overall, the findings demonstrate that practitioners' experiences extend beyond conventional classroom teaching. Supporting children with ASD requires integrated pedagogical knowledge, behavioural management competence, emotional responsiveness, and adaptive instructional practices. Although practitioners encountered multiple professional challenges, they consistently demonstrated resilience by employing flexible and child-centred strategies that promoted children's learning and wellbeing.

The findings further suggest that professional development should focus not only on autism knowledge but also on practical classroom management, emotional regulation strategies, inclusive pedagogy, and family collaboration. Strengthening these competencies may improve practitioners' confidence and enhance educational outcomes for children with Autism Spectrum Disorder.

Conclusion

This study explored the challenges encountered by early childhood practitioners in supporting children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and identified the practical strategies employed to address these challenges within early childhood education settings. Using a qualitative phenomenological approach, the study provided in-depth insights into practitioners' lived experiences and highlighted the complexities of implementing inclusive educational practices for children with ASD.

The findings revealed four major challenges experienced by practitioners: difficulties during the teaching and learning process, classroom management, outdoor learning activities, and managing children's tantrum behaviours. These challenges demonstrate that supporting children with ASD requires considerably more than instructional competence. Practitioners must simultaneously respond to children's behavioural, emotional, social, and developmental needs while maintaining effective classroom learning environments.

Despite these challenges, practitioners demonstrated remarkable adaptability through the implementation of several practical strategies, including promoting emotional regulation, providing appropriate physical reassurance when suitable, using positive persuasion, and offering continuous guidance throughout learning activities. These strategies reflect child-centred and inclusive pedagogical practices that support children's engagement, emotional wellbeing, and developmental progress.

The findings contribute to the growing body of knowledge on inclusive early childhood education by providing empirical evidence from practitioners working directly with children with ASD in the Malaysian context. While numerous studies have focused primarily on intervention effectiveness and child outcomes, this study emphasises practitioners' professional experiences, thereby providing valuable insights into the realities of implementing inclusive education in everyday classroom practice.

The study has several practical implications. First, professional development programmes should place greater emphasis on evidence-based autism interventions, classroom management, behavioural support, differentiated instruction, and inclusive pedagogy. Second, educational institutions should strengthen organisational support by providing adequate teaching resources, specialist consultation, and opportunities for continuous professional learning. Third, stronger collaboration between practitioners, families, therapists, and school administrators should be encouraged to ensure consistency in supporting children's learning and development across educational and home environments.

Although this study provides valuable insights, several limitations should be acknowledged. The findings are based on six practitioners from early childhood settings within Kuala Lumpur and therefore cannot be generalised to all practitioners in Malaysia. Furthermore, the study focused exclusively on practitioners' perspectives without incorporating the views of parents, school administrators, therapists, or children themselves. Future research may adopt larger qualitative samples or mixed-methods approaches to examine inclusive educational practices across different regions of Malaysia. Comparative studies involving government and private early childhood centres may also provide a broader understanding of practitioner experiences and institutional support.

In conclusion, effective support for children with Autism Spectrum Disorder depends not only on practitioners' professional knowledge but also on their ability to create responsive, inclusive, and developmentally appropriate learning environments. Strengthening practitioners' competencies through continuous professional development and institutional support will contribute significantly to improving inclusive early childhood education and promoting positive developmental outcomes for children with ASD.
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