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Executive summary 

The purpose of the fellowship was to examine practices used by Nest schools in New York 

to facilitate the inclusion of autistic pupils with their neurotypical peers in mainstream 

schools. In this report, the term ‘neurotypical’ refers to non-autistic individuals. The 

acronym ‘ASD’ is used instead of the term ‘Autistic Spectrum Disorders’, which is the 

original term used by authors of the Nest model publications.  In light of the increasing 

number of pupils diagnosed with autism in the UK, the majority of whom attend 

mainstream schools, it is important for educators to learn from successful inclusive models 

that ensure positive outcomes for autistic pupils-the Nest model has shown great promise 

for being such a model. Successful outcomes for autistic people should not focus solely on 

their academic attainment but should also be based on their overall happiness and 

physical and mental health, and their quality of life including employment rates.  Our 

knowledge about autism is increasing at a rapid rate, and I was particularly interested to 

learn more about the model of support provided to Nest schools by a team at New York 

University (NYU) who are well placed to have the most up-to-date knowledge of autism, 

and how this information could be translated to the UK context.  Leading professionals of 

the Nest model describe it as one that is evolving, having been piloted and subsequently 

established in 2003 within inner city schools.  There is a high chance that inner London 

schools will be able to apply some of the Nest practices and also gain valuable insights 

into how these can be optimised or adapted, particularly after longer term studies are 

completed by NYU.  

 

The Nest model, which caters for autistic pupils with broadly age appropriate skills, does 

not have an equivalent in the UK and is partly based on meeting pupils’ sensory needs. 

Seeing this element of Nest was particularly interesting as the use of sensory integration 

methods is not yet widespread in mainstream UK schools.  

 

The main purpose of my trip was to examine the practices used within the Nest model, 

primarily in elementary schools, and decide which of these could be applied in the UK 

context. This would be particularly relevant within mainstream schools which serve a 

number of autistic children who have similar profiles to Nest pupils.  During my fellowship, I 

spent time in multiple Nest elementary schools and also had the opportunity to visit a 

middle school.  I was also fortunate to have been able to meet with Dorothy Siegel, the 
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founder of the Nest program as well as consultants for the ASD Nest support project at 

NYU.   

 

During my time in New York, I also was able to attend some of the professional 

development sessions run for Nest teachers at NYU and this gave me an opportunity to 

engage in conversation with the teachers out of a school context.  I spent time speaking to 

speech and language therapists, occupational therapists (OTs),  Nest coaches and other 

school professionals about their views on the Nest program.  I also met with the director of 

specialised programs at the NY Department of Education (DOE) who was able to explain 

the procedures involved in allocating Nest places to pupils. 

 

Upon my return, I have had discussions about my findings with senior leaders in primary 

schools, academics who specialise in autism education in the UK, representatives from the 

local authority, and autistic advocates.   These discussions have helped me ascertain 

which elements of the Nest model might be trialled in the UK, and which practices could 

enhance our whole school practice in order to secure better outcomes for autistic pupils. 

 

This report includes a summary of findings along with more detailed discussion. 

Recommendations which perhaps UK primary schools and policy makers within education 

could consider are as follows: 

 

 Ensure that funding for schools is sufficient enough to ensure that the appropriate 

expertise and resources can be put in place to support autistic and other pupils with 

special needs 

 Involve autistic advocates in decision-making  

 Ensure access to broad school curriculums is not jeopardised 

 Look beyond academic achievement- identify and use appropriate frameworks to 

track the wellbeing of autistic pupils 

 Develop educators’ knowledge of sensory based needs of autistic pupils amongst 

others, and put in place adaptations accordingly 

 Develop educators’ use of emotional and sensory regulation frameworks within 

schools as standard practice-appropriate frameworks must be identified 
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 Consider carefully the use of evidence based interventions for autistic pupils-

provide accessible national guidance to schools about the use of interventions that 

are evidence based 

 Consider  funding regular, universal high quality training and support for autism 

practitioners in mainstream schools from the most knowledgeable experts in the 

field - bridge the gap between research and school practice 
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Introduction  

My WCMT fellowship enabled me to spend 4 weeks in New York, USA where I spent 

some time visiting Nest schools in different districts of the city. My attention was drawn to 

the Nest model of educating pupils with a diagnosis of autism within mainstream schools 

as it is based on inclusive principles and seems to have positive outcomes for autistic 

young people, including much reduced school exclusion rates, success at university and 

entering employment. The program has been running successfully for 15 years and has 

expanded to other states. It is supported by a team based at New York University who 

kindly agreed to facilitate my visits to a number of schools. 

 

Most pupils with a diagnosis of autism in the UK are educated within mainstream schools 

and so there is a real need to keep advancing our knowledge of specialist teaching 

strategies to ensure these pupils have successful outcomes. The Nest model is a 

specialised program of support which is available in mainstream schools in New York. It 

caters for pupils with a diagnosis of autism who have broadly age appropriate academic 

and language skills, whilst having mild to moderate social delays. The Nest model is based 

on the inclusion of autistic pupils with their mainstream peers throughout their schooling 

(from kindergarten and including middle and high school), and it aims to make the 

classroom the therapeutic environment for pupils, therefore eliminating the unnecessary 

withdrawal of pupils for additional support except for certain elements of the program 

which will be discussed later in this report. Many of the strategies used to support pupils 

who are part of the Nest program are useful for all pupils and therefore can be applied 

universally. In addition to whole class supports, Nest pupils also benefit from individualised 

strategies as necessary. 

 

The Nest model is based on core features that include reduced class sizes and co-

teaching. Targeted goal areas in teaching are social, academic, sensory and behavioural 

skills- all of which are supported through the use of standardised documents which serve 

as points of reference as well as resources for teachers. Another core feature of the Nest 

program is it’s basis on the collaboration of teachers with therapeutic professionals to 

devise strategies to help create an optimal learning environment within the classroom. In 

this report, the core features of the Nest program will be discussed and, in turn, the 

applicability/translation to mainstream schools in the UK will be considered. 
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In producing this report, I have referred to the following publications: 

 

-The ASD NEST model: A Framework for Inclusive Education for Higher Functioning 

Children with Autism Spectrum Disorders, Shirley Cohen & Lauren Hough, 2013, AAPC 

Publishing 

-Everyday Classroom Strategies and Practices for Supporting Children with Autism 

Spectrum Disorders, Jamie Bleiweiss, Lauren Hough & Shirley Cohen, 2014, AAPC 

Publishing 

 

It must be acknowledged that the team at NYU no longer use the term ‘high functioning’ to 

describe autistic pupils, and this is in line with their evolving understanding of autism and 

autistic people. However, within this report, the term ‘high-functioning’ is used to adhere to 

terminology used in the above publications and to give as accurate a picture as possible of 

what I observed in Nest schools. 
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Aims and purpose of report 

The aims of this report are as follows: 

 

 To introduce readers to the core features of Nest schools and compare these to 

provision for autistic pupils in inclusive mainstream schools in the UK.  This is 

mainly from a primary school perspective, as the majority of my observations 

were made in NY elementary schools. The Nest program has been longer 

established in elementary schools. 

 To suggest which features of the Nest model might be applicable to schools in 

the UK and how feasible it would be to implement these. 

 

The purpose of this report is to help start a conversation with education professionals in 

the UK on what we can further do to support schools in ensuring better outcomes for 

autistic pupils.  It is important that the views of autistic advocates as well as parents of 

autistic children are considered in this report and I have sought these and incorporated 

them. 
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Findings 

Before discussing the key core features of the Nest program in turn, it is important to 

explain the contexts of the schools and some of the details about the Nest pupils.  

 

 Local Schools for Local Children   

Like mainstream primary schools in the UK, the objective of the Nest program was to cater 

for autistic pupils in schools within their locality. At the time Nest pilots began in 2003, it 

was felt that the needs of high-functioning autistic children were not being met within their 

classrooms. Children were reliant on the help of para-professionals (the staff we refer to in 

the UK as teaching assistants or TAs) and were spending most of their time out of 

classrooms. Dorothy Siegel, the founder of Nest, had the overall aim of making the 

classroom the therapeutic environment for children; she noted that interventions provided 

for autistic children should not take them out of class unless absolutely necessary. Her 

move towards an inclusive model of education for autistic children in schools is both 

aspirational and admirable. That being said, I did observe some important differences 

between the contexts of Nest schools in NY, and mainstream primary schools in London, 

some of which I have attempted to show in diagram 1 on the following page: 
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Diagram 1: Features of Nest schools and overview of intake of autistic pupils compared to an inclusive 

mainstream UK primary school 
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Nest School 
 Local schools for local 

children, any district school 

can become a Nest school 

 Different classes in any 

given year group to include 

Nest, ICT, G&T 

 Additional funding provided 

to Nest schools by DOE 

 Mandatory training 

requirements for Nest class 

teachers 

 Nest schools have a 

specialist Nest team to 

oversee program for pupils 

Inclusive UK mainstream 
primary school 

 All classes are inclusive of 

autistic pupils and those 

with other additional needs-

all classes in any given year 

group are comprised of 

children with mixed 

attainment levels 

 No ability setting/streaming 

of pupils. Learning tasks are 

differentiated and pupils 

select level of challenge 

 Autistic pupils supported by 

different professionals-this 

can be different in each 

school for each child 

 Teachers supported through 

in school and some external 

training, though this is not 

mandatory 

Autistic pupils who come here.... 

-Already have a diagnosis of ASD 

and are classified as ‘high 

functioning’ as early as 4 years 

old 

 

-Must have an Individual 

Education Plan (IEP) 

 

-Fulfill Nest selection criteria  

-May not have a diagnosis of 

ASD  

 

- With similar profiles to Nest 

pupils, are unlikely to have a 

Education & Health Care Plan 

(EHCP)  

 

-Are regular school admissions  
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During my fellowship in NY, I spent time at different schools which had Nest classrooms. 

Nest classrooms were comprised of autistic and neurotypical pupils, with no other pupils 

identified as having any other additional needs.  Schools did admit children with other 

identified additional needs that were not autistic, but these pupils were educated in what 

was known as an Integrated Co-Teaching class (ICT) alongside pupils who were not 

identified as having additional needs.  These ICT classes resembled typical inclusive 

mainstream classes in UK primary schools (with the absence of autistic children who were 

in the Nest classes).  Notably, the schools I visited also had other different programs 

running alongside Nest and ICT classes within same year groups, for example a Gifted 

and Talented Class which children could be admitted to after psychometric testing to 

determine their eligibility. There was therefore some clear segregation of pupils based on 

their perceived cognitive abilities and other needs. So, whilst in the current school models, 

observed Nest classes present an aspirational attempt to include autistic pupils in 

mainstream classes, these classes cannot be described as fully inclusive of all learners, 

nor can the ICT classes.  However, it was positive to see that different elementary schools 

could offer the Nest program should they wish to, regardless of what other programs were 

run in their schools. Schools are funded by the Department of Education (DOE) to do so, 

and were not reporting financial deficits as a result of choosing to run the program.  Clearly 

there is a demand for the program as the network of Nest schools in NY is expanding and 

spreading to other states within the US.  At the time of writing this report the Nest model 

had expanded to 54 schools, and provided 325 classes which educated 1500 autistic 

pupils amongst 5000 of their neurotypical peers.  One of the schools I observed was a 

dual language school in which all pupils, including those in Nest classes, were taught in 

Spanish and English on alternate days.   

 

The Nest program is selective, with the youngest pupils admitted to Nest classes in 

Kindergarten (the UK equivalent of reception class).  Pupils in Nest classes must already 

have a diagnosis of autism and have an Individual Education Plan (IEP), the UK’s 

equivalent of an Education & Health Care Plan (EHCP) which entitles a child to additional 

funding for provisions mandated in their plans. As well as having an autism diagnosis, the 

profiles of Nest learners include age appropriate academic skills and mild to moderate 

social delays.  It is unlikely that many children in the UK with this profile would start 

reception class with a diagnosis of autism or an EHC plan in place, and this is reflective of 

the different processes of identification and diagnosis of autism between the UK and US. 
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This is important across both contexts because having an autism diagnosis does have 

significant implications on the educational provision for pupils. Amongst other provisions, 

being a Nest pupil means you take part in a Social Development Intervention (SDI) which 

is more intensive the younger the age of the pupil.  SDI is a key feature of the Nest 

program that will be discussed later. Having an IEP, or in the UK an EHCP, is an important 

factor also because it is attached to the funding required if SDI is to take place as well as 

other core provision central to the Nest model. Other core features of the Nest program 

including professional development, on-going site support and Nest school teams will be 

discussed later in this report. 
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Reduced class sizes and Co-Teaching 

One of the key features of Nest classes is their reduced pupil numbers. Kindergarten 

classes have a maximum of twelve pupils per class of whom four are autistic, grades 1-3 

have sixteen pupils each, and class sizes are capped at twenty pupils per class from grade 

4 onwards. Nest classes do not have teaching assistants, but do have two full-time 

teachers, one of whom must be a special education teacher, a status gained by taking a 

special education module during teacher training. Keeping fidelity to this model in the UK 

would be very expensive, and it is also true that many schools, particularly in inner London 

have very skilled high level or specialist teaching assistants already working alongside 

teachers successfully. The US Nest model reports a big financial saving with the co-

teaching model as it has eliminated the need for TAs.  Nest founders report that having 

small class sizes affords a more comfortable environment for autistic pupils and it 

undoubtedly allows for less noise and easier movement around a room.  It also makes it 

easier for classrooms to use their spaces more creatively to support pupils’ sensory 

needs- for example, flexible seating and sensory supports are core features of Nest to be 

discussed later.   

 

The profiles of Nest pupils include skills that reflect their capability of being independent 

learners, and there are no other children identified as having additional needs within their 

classes.  The co-teaching models used by the two teachers within Nest classrooms, such 

as team teaching for example, or working with different groups are already well 

established in successful UK schools where each classroom has an allocated TA. Another 

essential reason for having two members of staff in the classroom is that they alternate in 

accompanying the group of autistic pupils to their SDI session, and can then apply 

strategies used in those sessions to learners in the classroom.  In UK schools that have 

managed to retain their TAs in light of constraints on school budgets, it is usually standard 

practice for TAs to accompany children to interventions, something the Nest model sought 

to move away from in order to ensure autistic pupils were supported by qualified teachers.  

It is clearly an advantage for pupils in Nest classes that teachers do have an in depth 

knowledge of each child’s learning profile, and this includes their learning out of the 

classroom.  It is also true that teachers are better qualified than teaching assistants in 

meeting the needs of pupils.  If we are to trial some strategies employed by the Nest 

model in the UK, it is essential that we do have two full-time members of staff in the 

classroom and ensure that TAs are always receiving high quality and regular training 
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sessions specific to the needs of autistic learners.  There also needs to be clear 

procedures in place to ensure both staff members are up-to-date with pupils’ learning out 

of the classroom-alternating attendance to interventions is possible if a high level teaching 

assistant is able to cover the rest of the class should a teacher be attending an 

intervention. Given the presence of at least two staff members, one of whom must be a 

class teacher, it is my opinion that the teaching principles of Nest can be applied to fully 

inclusive classes with higher number of pupils, although it will require flexible thinking from 

leadership teams in reviewing their current class sizes and spacing arrangements. It may 

be more difficult for older premises to make required adaptations.  

 

One of the biggest considerations for any school deciding to have Nest classes is the 

space available within the school. Nest classes essentially add at least one classroom to 

each year group-some schools had up to 3 Nest classes per year group.  Additional space 

is required for speech and language therapists and occupational therapy within a school. 

 

Another member of the Nest teaching team is the Nest cluster teacher.  This teacher 

accompanies Nest pupils to activities out of their own classrooms such as music, sports 

and art-this is also useful for the subject specific teachers taking those lessons.  The 

cluster teacher also facilitates problem solving during unstructured time such as lunch time 

for the younger Nest pupils. Whilst it is true that autistic children can struggle navigating 

their way through unstructured times such as play and lunch, it is also notable that the 

Nest model gives younger autistic pupils little time when they are totally independent at 

school, and I wonder if this has drawbacks for the pupils. Perhaps a way forwards for more 

schools in the UK would be to ensure that effective strategies for supporting autistic pupils 

are known by staff school-wide.  In making decisions about provision, schools should 

consult with autistic advocates as a matter of standard practice. Leaders of the Nest 

program do describe it to be evolving and they already work with autistic advocates.   

 

The strategies and supports used to support pupils in the Nest model are as follows: 

sensory and self-regulation supports, social supports, academic supports and behavioural 

supports.  Each will be discussed below. 
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Sensory based Interventions 

Sensory processing refers to the ability to manage incoming sensory information from the 

senses, and then regulate and organise reactions to sensory input.  Sensory processing 

differences are consistently identified in research and autistic people and many pupils can 

be overwhelmed in over-stimulating sensory environments. In turn, this over-stimulation 

can affect pupils’ ability to regulate their own behaviour.  I was particularly interested to 

see that Nest schools work with occupational therapists (OTs) using principles of sensory 

integration to help pupils, a feature which is unique to the Nest model and not ordinarily 

available to autistic pupils in mainstream schools here in the UK.  Occupational therapists 

also helped teachers to think about their learning spaces and employ whole class 

strategies to support learning. 

Autistic pupils at Nest schools benefit from individual assessments by sensory integration 

trained OTs who are then able to draw up a sensory profile for each pupil.  The sensory 

profile includes information about a child’s responses to sensory input (e.g. heightened 

response to sound: covering ears), the quality of their motor skills (e.g. ability to hold a 

writing implement, co-ordinated body movements) and self –regulation capabilities (ability 

to calm themselves down and maintain an alert state; organisation of own behaviour).  

Appropriate intervention strategies are then planned in collaboration with teachers to help 

autistic pupils with sensory processing.  Interventions include whole class strategies such 

as the use of movement breaks, yoga, calming strategies and flexible seating 

arrangements.  Other interventions include individual therapy sessions in a designated 

therapy room in which the OT helps the autistic pupils focus on specific skills needed to 

function more competently and independently within the class and school environment.  

Therapists also carry out one to one work in the classroom with pupils to address their 

needs during classroom activities and help them generalise the skills they have learnt 

outside the classroom. 

As well as helping teachers understand the sensory needs of pupils, OTs advise teachers 

about adapting their classroom environments.  Creating a sensory friendly classroom is a 

very important feature of the Nest program and each Nest classroom has a sensory safe 

haven.  This area can be a small area of the classroom and can include items such as a 

rocking chair or a small tent. Other appropriate materials such as fidget toys and ear 

defenders were available to pupils.  Whole class arrangements such as flexible seating 

arrangements and reduced lighting are also features of Nest classrooms.  It is important to 

note that sensory based strategies used in the Nest program are of benefit to all pupils and 
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classrooms are notably calm with both autistic and neurotypical pupils using the different 

supports offered to them effectively.  Below, and on the following pages are some 

photographs of different Nest classrooms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this classroom, tennis balls are used 

to reduce the noise of chairs scraping 

the floor 
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An example of flexible seating arrangements 

in a Nest classroom. Low level seats as well 

as rocking chairs (top right) and standing 

desks (top centre) are all available in one 

classroom 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Further examples of 

different seating available 

for pupils in Nest 

classrooms 
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Currently, the use of sensory based strategies to meet the needs of both autistic and 

neurotypical pupils in mainstream primary schools in England is limited.  Special schools 

that cater for autistic pupils in the UK are more skilled in meeting the sensory needs of 

pupils and usually work alongside sensory integration trained OTs to adapt their 

environments to overcome sensory challenges for pupils.  The availability of OTs trained in 

sensory based strategies is still quite limited in the UK and though their expertise is 

invaluable, they are an expensive human resource for schools to fund. Children who have 

access to specialist OT services will almost certainly have sensory integration specified on 

their EHC plan. 

However, as seen in the Nest model, whole class strategies and environmental 

adaptations to make schools more sensory friendly can be put in place for all pupils 

relatively easily.  Some adaptations such as flexible seating furniture may incur relatively 

high costs especially to larger schools but would be a worthwhile investment. Mainstream 

schools in the UK should consider providing staff with sensory integration training from a 

qualified OT and staff should recognise the role that sensory processing plays in children’s 

self-regulation.  Educators should also be knowledgeable in a range of sensory based 

strategies they can use to help children self-regulate their behaviour and should refer to 

these in their behaviour policies.  Schools should not be reliant solely on behaviourist 

methods (e.g. sanctions and rewards) to regulate pupil behaviour. Sensory based 
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strategies schools could use include ‘The Zones of Regulation by  Leah M. Kupers’ or ‘The 

Incredible 5-point Scale by Buron & Curtis’ to help children self-regulate.  Self-regulation 

visuals are consistently used in NEST schools both in classrooms and corridors, and 

provide a clear framework for pupils. 
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Social Support and the Social Development Intervention (SDI) 

Developed by speech and language therapist Susan Brennan, the social development 

intervention (SDI) that autistic pupils receive is a core feature of the Nest program.  It is a 

group intervention known to the pupils as ‘explorations’  run by speech and language 

therapists in Nest schools with up to four Autistic pupils in each group.  The pupils are 

accompanied by an alternative class teacher each week who then helps pupils generalise 

the skills learnt during the sessions in class. 

Described as an intervention which is based on a social pragmatics model, relationship 

development approaches and social cognition theories, SDI allows autistic pupils to 

experience and explore social interaction.  The SDI intervention’s goal areas include: 

- Raising pupil awareness of pragmatic language  

- Improving pupils’ ability to problem solve 

- Helping pupils to develop flexible and dynamic social relational skills do that they can 

think through and navigate social landscapes 

 

SDI is based on 5 curriculum units: My Place in a group, Gathering information and active 

listening, Identifying and Understanding feelings and emotions, Peer Interactions and 

Taking Responsibility. 

 

Speech and Language therapists working in Nest schools go to regular training sessions 

about the different SDI units and receive overviews of what each unit entails.  They then 

adapt these to the needs of the pupils they work with.   

The staff I spoke to at NYU and in schools described SDI to me as ‘what could be, not 

what should be’ when it comes to social skills.  They were adamant that SDI was not social 

skills training for autistic pupils, and there was an acknowledgement during staff CPD 

sessions that autistic people have different perspectives of social norms and what they find 

socially enjoyable, and that their views on social interaction must be respected.  They 

added that SDI sessions were based on pupils’ interests, natural environment problem 

solving and were play based in elementary school. 

SDI is a big time investment for pupils, teachers and speech therapists.  The youngest 

pupils in Kindergarten attend SDI sessions five times a week, this reduces to three times a 

week as they go through elementary school and reduces to twice a week during high 

school.  SDI sessions are typically 45 minutes long. With some schools employing up to 
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four full-time speech therapists to deliver SDI sessions, it is also clear that the intervention 

is a big financial investment by the DOE who fund the speech therapists in Nest schools. 

Mainstream schools in the UK will sometimes deliver short social skills sessions for autistic 

pupils, but not with the intensity of SDI. The prime goal of such sessions is to raise autistic 

pupil awareness of social interactions around them. 

As our knowledge of social interaction of autistic people grows, it’s important to consider 

very carefully how helpful or appropriate social skills interventions are.  In the design of 

any social curriculum targeted to autistic people, we are also very aware of the crucial role 

autistic self-advocacy has to play in order to make such interventions meaningful.  The SDI 

intervention continues to improve and it will be really interesting to see published findings 

about the effects of the intervention which has been running in Nest schools for almost 15 

years. It will then become clearer what UK schools can learn from this aspect of the Nest 

program. 

Other whole class strategies used to support Nest pupils which could be used in UK 

schools include the use of ‘checking in’ rather than the use of direct eye contact which 

many autistic people find uncomfortable.  Pupils are also given extra time to process and 

respond to language and are spoken to explicitly about transition, for example from SDI 

sessions to the classroom and from one task to another. Transitions are often supported 

by visuals or photographs, and an example is shown here: 
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It is also notable that professional development for Nest teachers includes comprehensive 

training about social and emotional learning at NYU, and this is based on up-to-date 

research, and introduces educators to a variety of strategies they can use in class to 

support the social development of all pupils, and these are not SDI based.   
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Academic supports 

Autistic pupils often find certain components of the academic curriculum challenging.  

These can include inference from texts and word problems in maths.  In many cases in 

mainstream schools, autistic pupils will also be coping with over-stimulating environments 

and changing timetables, making their time at school quite overwhelming. 

Nest pupils are expected to meet Common Core Standards and also partake in annual 

national testing from grade 3 upwards.  As such, the Nest program developers have 

sought to facilitate pupil’s accessibility to learning experiences using different tools and 

standardised documents available to staff in Nest schools.  These include visual supports 

to help clarify abstract concepts.  Nest pupils are also explicitly taught strategies they can 

use to help them increase their independence in academic work including the use of 

checklists, sticky note reminders and problem solving helper sheets. 

Nest pupils are taught to monitor their overall progress and are coached on how to 

describe their difficulties to adults and advocate for themselves. 

Whilst many UK mainstream schools have excellent inclusive practices which help autistic 

pupils access the curriculum, Nest educators have the advantage of being trained explicitly 

to use these strategies to support Autistic pupils and are provided with sources they can 

use as points of reference.  These would be of benefit to UK schools that do not currently 

have access to such sources. 

 

The Nest model emphasises the use of pupil interests, passions and strengths to harness 

their motivation and engage them in learning new material at school.  This is particularly 

important for autistic pupils and is a message all educators in the UK should understand.  

Far too often, autistic pupils’ narrow range of interests is seen as a deficit and this should 

not be the case. It’s also crucial that schools continue to explore ways of implementing a 

flexible, broad and balanced curriculum in which all subjects are valued.  The use of 

technology has become invaluable in promoting accessibility of all pupils to the curriculum. 

For example, autistic pupils should be given the option to type if they struggle to write, or 

create thematic learning webs using apps on iPads.  Schools should invest in staff training 

which enables staff to confidently use technology to support teaching and learning. 

Many Autistic pupils use augmentative technology to communicate and these pupils may 

be part of Nest classrooms in the future. 
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Behavioural Supports 

Relying on sensory and self-regulation strategies, Nest classrooms I visited were calm 

learning spaces where autistic pupils and their neurotypical peers showed excellent 

behaviour for learning.  Behavioural support in Nest classrooms is based on prevention 

strategies and plenty of priming to reduce pupil anxiety.  Children have access to regular 

movement breaks and classroom schedules are accompanied by visuals and are referred 

to consistently throughout the school day.  Class expectations are short, clear and visual.  

In some cases, autistic pupils in Nest schools show challenging or problematic behaviour 

for which an approach known as Positive Behaviour Support (PBS) is used. Pupils who 

have PBS will have an individual plan to help address a certain behaviour or behaviours 

that are deemed challenging or problematic.  

In the UK, there is much discussion about what constitutes a problematic behaviour when 

it comes to autistic people and the autistic community have mixed opinions about the use 

of PBS and reward based strategies to regulate behaviour.  Advocates of PBS have 

reported it’s use to be essential for improving the quality of life for the autistic child, his or 

her family and other members of the community.  Critics of PBS would advise that 

changing the environment is the key to reducing problematic behaviour, and they question 

the appropriateness of expectations placed on the autistic child who shows challenging 

behaviour.  Both in Nest schools and in the UK, the use of PBS requires mainstream 

schools to consult with a specialist. 

UK schools should use the excellent models given by Nest schools in using sensory based 

strategies and self-regulation frameworks to help promote positive behaviour. These would 

be an essential adaptation for schools that are solely reliant on the use of rewards and 

sanctions to manage behaviour.  Beyond that, it is essential to consult with a variety of 

stakeholders including autistic advocates about behavioural support for autistic children, 

and each case should be treated individually. 
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Professional development and support 

Professional development is a major part of the ASD Nest model. Pre- and in-service 

training and onsite support are core features of the program.   Pre-service training for new 

staff takes place in the summer holiday before the new school year begins and consists of 

two modules taught at Hunter College.  Training can also be accessed online through 

NYU. The first of these modules is a basic course on autism which focuses heavily on 

intervention.  The second module focuses on behavioural theory and it’s applicability to 

autistic children.  Sessions have received excellent feedback from staff who are well 

informed about a variety of strategies they can use in their classrooms including 5-point 

scales and social narratives. 

On-going professional development sessions for Nest staff throughout the year include 

workshops facilitated by Nest staff at NYU, and address a variety of topics including social, 

sensory, academic, behavioural and emotional needs of autistic pupils.  Teachers in Nest 

schools reported feeling very well supported had good opportunities for exploring new 

research and sharing best practices. 

As well as professional development for Nest teachers, related service providers such as 

speech therapists and OTs also met during the school year to share best practices.  

Regular meetings are also held for ASD Nest coaches. 

Nest schools benefit from on-going site support from consultants during the first two years 

they run the program. New Nest schools receive significant support from the team at NYU 

as they establish their program, whilst experienced sites receive two consultation days 

with the option to purchase additional support packages. Consultants also work with 

experienced staff in the school to build the internal capacity of the school’s professionals. 

It is also important to note that in each Nest school, there are weekly meetings between 

class teachers in a certain grade, speech and language therapists, OTs and the Nest 

cluster teacher to discuss two pupil case studies.  These collaborative meetings enable the 

sharing of best practice and ensure that class teachers are always up to date with the work 

of other professionals with their pupils. 

Staff in Nest schools benefit from on-going autism specific training of a high quality and 

are kept up to date with developments in research in autism education.  They are 

extremely well supported by a dedicated team of professionals at NYU and are therefore in 

a position to employ best practices when working with autistic pupils.   

Autism training in the UK is variable and most mainstream teachers will have little specific 

training on strategies to help autistic pupils. Special schools are usually well informed 
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about advances in research and do have outreach teams which support mainstream 

schools and offer some training-this is usually quite limited and advice can be fairly 

generic. There is no compulsory autism training for teachers in mainstream schools and 

there is certainly a gap between research and practice in many schools. Given the high 

number of autistic pupils in mainstream schools in the UK there is a clear need for better 

training opportunities and collaborative work between different mainstream schools.  This 

needs to be facilitated by consultants who are well informed in autism research and have 

good insight into the day to day running of mainstream schools.  Schools can commission 

support from private autism consultants but this again will lead to a variety of practices 

within schools, some of which may be questionable.  One of the real strengths of the Nest 

model lies is it’s collaborative structure in schools, between schools and with external 

consultants and service related providers.  We need this sort of structure to be well 

established in mainstream schools in the UK where we already have excellent pockets of 

expertise. This does require an investment in terms of time and money from local 

authorities and the Department for Education (DfE). It also requires professionals with the 

suitable level of expertise in autism to provide the support described.  Schools would also 

have to be willing to invest in their staff in order for them to serve their autistic pupils as 

well as they can. 
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Conclusion  

The ASD Nest model for the inclusive education of autistic children and young people is an 

evolving model which is always improving as our knowledge of autism increases.  It is a 

framework which has been used successfully in district schools where provision for autistic 

pupils was unsatisfactory.  There are currently 54 Nest schools in the US, most of these 

are in New York.  These schools provide 325 Nest classrooms where 1500 Autistic pupils 

are educated amongst 5000 neurotypical peers not identified as having special needs. 

Founders and leaders of the program are currently carrying out further research about the 

model and we are hoping to learn more about it after they publish their findings. 

 

The report has summarised the main findings from my fellowship and these are re-iterated 

below: 

 

Local schools for local children 

The Nest model provides a framework for the inclusive education of autistic pupils 

alongside their neurotypical peers in mainstream schools. Nest classes are not restricted 

to a certain type of school and so lend themselves to schools which may already be 

committed to certain programmes of study.  

The NY DOE provides additional funding to schools wishing to become Nest schools, and 

the model has not resulted in deficits in school budgets.   

Nest classes differ considerably from inclusive classes in UK primary schools as they 

include no other pupils with special needs other than autistic pupils who must fulfill a 

certain criteria; that is that they must have broadly age appropriate verbal and academic 

skills.  This criteria that may be expanded in the future to include autistic pupils using 

augmentative devices to communicate. 

  All children in Nest classes have an IEP, the UK equivalent of an EHC plan which means 

they have additional funding to receive additional support mandated in their plans. 

 

Reduced class sizes and co-teaching 

 Nest classes must be led by two qualified class teachers.  It is possible to run a similar 

model in the UK with one teacher and one teaching assistant in an inclusive classroom but 

the term ‘Nest’ could not be applied.   
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The Nest model has small class sizes which do not exceed twenty pupils and schools 

hoping to run a similar model in the UK will have to think carefully about the availability of 

space to have smaller classes as well as space to provide additional therapy such as OT 

and SDI. 

Schools also must consider the role of the Nest cluster teacher in their schools. 

 

Sensory based Interventions 

Sensory based interventions are a real strength of the Nest model and the support 

provided from suitably qualified OTs is a key feature of Nest schools.  Nest classrooms 

incorporate flexible seating and other features aimed at reducing sensory overload for 

pupils.  Staff are able to use whole class strategies such as yoga, movement breaks, 5-

point scales and zones of regulation to help all pupils. 

Autistic pupils also access individual OT sessions where they work to improve certain 

skills, for example motor planning.  OTs are also able to help pupils generalise these skills 

in their classrooms. 

Finding sensory integration trained OTs can be difficult in certain parts of the UK and the 

use of sensory based strategies is not widespread in mainstream primary schools.  

However, UK schools should make use of strategies used by Nest schools to reduce 

sensory overload through their environments, and it is possible for them to get some help 

with strategies they can use for whole class purposes by initially working with an OT on a 

consultancy basis when they can afford to do so.   Initially an OT could be commissioned 

to provide teachers with basic training on sensory- based strategies.  An OT could also  

help teachers re-consider their classroom environments and create sensory break spaces 

for pupils. 

Sensory based strategies help educators regulate pupils’ behaviour and optimise learning 

conditions for Autistic pupils. 

 

Social Support and the SDI intervention 

The Nest model is centred on the provision of SDI to autistic pupils.   SDI is a big time and 

financial investment and groups are run by speech and language therapists.  Our 

knowledge of the social interaction skills of autistic people continues to grow and we now 

understand the importance of ensuring we have the authentic voice of autistic people in 

planning such interventions.  We need to ensure that any interventions we put in place for 
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any pupils are appropriate and meaningful.  We look forward to learning more about the 

long term impact of SDI on autistic pupils from the Nest team. 

The emphasis on whole school social and emotional learning, using strategies that are not 

SDI based, is a very important feature of Nest schools. These include games and practical 

ways to build friendships in class.  These strategies could complement any existing social 

and emotional programme in a UK school. 

 

Academic supports 

The Nest model emphasises the use of pupil interests to motivate learning.  Nest staff 

have a bank of resources they can use as points of reference or as templates to help them 

support autistic pupils and build their independence. The clear advantage of the Nest 

model is that teachers are trained comprehensively on how to use the different support 

strategies available for autistic pupils.    

It is important that UK schools recognise that for autistic pupils in particular, pursuing 

special interests is crucial.  School curriculums should be broad and flexible enough to 

allow time for this.  Also, with rapid advances in the use of technology in classrooms, it is 

crucial that schools in the UK continue to invest in good training opportunities for all staff in 

this area.  Nest consultants are considering introducing the use of augmentative 

communication devices in Nest classes and this will enable autistic pupils with different 

profiles to access Nest schools. 

 

Behavioural supports 

The report has highlighted the excellent sensory and self-regulation whole class supports 

used by Nest schools. On the whole, the use of these supports results in excellent 

behaviour for learning .The use of behaviourist strategies, reliant on sanctions and 

rewards alone, is not conducive in teaching pupils to self-regulate.  The use of sensory 

based strategies encourages teachers into thinking of why a pupil may be behaving in a 

certain way and how they can support them.  The use of PBS is restricted to some pupils 

in Nest schools who have not responded to other strategies and may show challenging 

behaviour.  The use of PBS in the UK is controversial and mainstream schools would 

always seek advice on this. 
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Professional Development and Support 

This is a particularly strong feature of the Nest model.  Nest teachers have pre-service and 

in-service training and Nest schools benefit from on-going support from a dedicated team 

at NYU after starting the program. There are different support packages available for new 

and existing Nest sites.  School staff, as well as external professionals (speech therapists 

and OTs), have regular network meetings facilitated by NYU.  The Nest model is 

sustainable and strives to keep expertise within schools – for example, Nest teachers in a 

school with relevant experience and training can then be promoted to be Nest coaches in 

their schools, therefore providing support to other teachers. 

As the NY DOE funds a dedicated team at NYU to support Nest schools, there is 

consistency in the quality of training across all participating schools and a strong network 

of teachers who regularly meet to share ideas. Having this team at NYU to facilitate CPD 

and support has also meant that schools are up to date with relevant autism research.  

The collaboration between professionals involved in Nest schools is very well established 

and as well as knowing the different profiles of their autistic pupils extremely well, teachers 

had a high level of knowledge about autism and relevant teaching strategies. 
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Recommendations  

After considering the findings from my WCMT fellowship, and discussing these with 

different school leaders, academics and autistic advocates as well as parents of autistic 

children, I have made the following recommendations: 

 

 The Department for Education (DfE) should ensure that LAs are able to provide 

sufficient funding for schools to ensure that the appropriate expertise and resources 

can be put in place to support autistic and other pupils with special needs.  It is 

clear that in order to enable excellent provision for autistic pupils, time needs to be 

built into the school day for planning and reviewing the needs of these pupils. 

Schools need to have the human resources to enable this to happen. Inclusive 

classes in which several autistic pupils are supported require the presence of two 

full-time adults, at least one of whom must be a qualified class teacher. One of the 

clear strengths of Nest schools is that teachers know the profiles of their autistic 

pupils extremely well-they are able to attend sessions with them out of class and 

help them generalise skills across contexts. Schools are also heavily supported by 

speech and language therapists and OTs with DOE funding.  Choosing to be a Nest 

school did not cause schools financial difficulty.  

 

 Our knowledge of autism is rapidly increasing and much of our understanding is 

gained from meaningful collaboration with autistic advocates. In planning school 

provision for autistic pupils, there is surely an important role for advocacy from the 

autistic community which schools and LAs should seek to develop. There are some 

well- regarded advocates in the autistic community and LAs should seek their 

opinions, perhaps through contacting universities or autism organisations. It is 

important that autistic pupils in schools understand that their opinions are important 

and valued and schools should strive to empower autistic pupils to have a voice in 

decision making.    

 

 Schools must continue to ensure that their curriculums are broad enough to 

encompass the interests of autistic pupils and use these to motivate further 

learning. The importance of having flexible curriculums that consider pupils’ 

strengths and interests is particularly important for autistic pupils.  School leaders 

should seek the opinions of autistic pupils in their own schools, as well as autistic 
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school leavers in order to learn more about their school experiences.  School staff 

need to learn more about working with autistic advocates in order to ensure their 

collaborations with the autistic community are respectful and meaningful.  We could 

perhaps seek the help of academics in this regard as they already have established 

protocols for such collaborative work.  

 

 All staff in schools need to understand the sensory based needs of autistic pupils 

amongst others, and put in place adaptations accordingly.  There are many whole 

school strategies that staff can use even if they do not have access to an OT who 

can work with individual pupils.  Local authorities should ensure that they are 

offering this training to staff in mainstream schools. Leaders of special educational 

needs sections in local authorities should also audit strategies different schools use 

for managing the behaviour of autistic pupils, and ensure that sensory based 

strategies are being used for these pupils. Other strategies they should ensure are 

available to all pupils include the use of sensory regulation frameworks (e.g. zones 

of regulation).   Local authorities are responsible for commissioning OT support for 

schools and where possible, they should ensure that they are commissioning OTs 

who are qualified in sensory integration. 

 

 Local authorities should audit different provisions for autistic pupils offered by 

different schools.  Schools are not always using evidence based interventions for 

autistic pupils and there should be a dedicated team within the LA who can advise 

about this. 

 

 In far too many schools, professionals do not have sufficient up to date knowledge 

about autism and given the high number of autistic pupils in mainstream schools, 

this must change.  All staff in mainstream schools must have access to co-

ordinated, high quality training opportunities from the most knowledgeable 

professionals within the field. 

 

Local authorities need to think about how they can better empower schools to 

action the recommendations above, perhaps by creating their own multi-disciplinary 

team that resembles the Nest team at NYU.  This would enable a co-ordinated 

approach for supporting all schools. Professionals working in such a team should 
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have access to regular opportunities to learn from researchers in the autism field, 

so that essentially, they are able to help bridge the gap between research and 

school practice within their locality. 

 

Challenges 

Having reflected above on the various challenges UK education providers may face in 

implementing some of the practices seen in the Nest model, it is important to summarise  

some of the most important limitations, whilst acknowledging this may not be an 

exhaustive list: 

 

 Keeping fidelity to the Nest model (2 teachers and reduced class sizes)   

     will require a significant financial investment by the DfE. 

 Adaptations to class sizes and spaces to accommodate the work of other 

professionals such as Occupational and Speech and Language therapists may be 

particularly difficult for older premises, and again requires a significant financial 

investment. 

 The availability of occupational therapists trained in sensory integration is limited in 

the UK. Schools considering implementing a Nest model or something similar will 

also have to consider the significant financial investment required to employ more 

than one full-time speech and language therapist. Some of the larger Nest sites 

employed up to 4. Speech therapists’ role is crucial in providing the SDI sessions 

which are central to Nest.   

 The training and support available to Nest practitioners is co-ordinated by a team at 

NYU and the significant financial investment made by the DOE to fund this ensures 

the co-ordinated approach to supporting all schools. The DfE would have to invest 

significantly in this model, or a similarly comprehensive model of support and 

training, which would extend not only to teachers, but also to all associated Nest 

professionals in schools. 

 In some schools, the pressure faced by senior leaders and teachers to focus on 

academic attainment has lead to implementation of restricted curricula. This should 

be revised by the DfE, so that school leaders are supported in offering a broad and 

balanced curriculum which meets the needs of all learners. 
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Next Steps 

Following my WCMT fellowship in April, I have had the opportunity to meet with the head 

of SEN in the local authority of Tower Hamlets, as well as the Centre for Research in 

Autism and Education (CRAE) team at UCL to discuss my findings.  Further steps planned 

are as follows: 

 

 I will be sharing the findings from my WCMT fellowship with other senior 

professionals in the local authority and asking them to consider my 

recommendations, in particular creating a team that resembles the Nest team at 

NYU to support local mainstream schools with autism provision.  

 

 I will be arranging a trial of flexible seating and classroom sensory break areas 

within my school this year.  I will also lead on the implementation of ‘The Zones of 

Regulation’ whole school to complement our social and emotional learning 

curriculum. At the end of the academic year, we will share our findings with 

representatives from the local authority.  

 

 I will maintain links with the Nest team in NYU and learn from their findings, and 

consider best practice than can be shared with local schools. Also, I hope to 

maintain links with the CRAE team at UCL and learn from them how best to work 

alongside autistic advocates. 

 

 Once this report is finalised and agreed, I would like to share it with other 

organisations, for example Autistica, who work closely with various stakeholders in 

autism research who may be able to offer further insight. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


