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Key findings
 Concerns were raised by professionals prior to the workshops beginning about the risk of
‘exposing’ young people to issues related to extremism that they may not been previously been
exposed to. This was a particular concern for young people already deemed to be ‘curious’ or
‘fixated’ about terrorist incidents, extremism and extremist groups.
 One of the main challenges faced by the project team when differentiating the existing
resources was the need to keep any writing by young people to an absolute minimum during
the workshops to prevent them disengaging. As a result, greater emphasis was placed on the
short film clips, discussion points and role playing activities.
 During the first workshop a significant minority of young people discussed in detail their
experiences of bullying in mainstream school and college and the negative impact this had had
on their sense of identity and mental health.
 The workshop highlighted the potential vulnerability young people with ASC to a range of online
issues despite many of the settings undertaking e-safety work with the young people.
 A number of safeguarding disclosures were made during the workshops which focused on a
number of online themes. These included:
 being cyber-bullied by peers that required police involvement
 meeting people that young people had met online
 accessing information on the dark-web to explore aspects of their sexual identity that the
young person described as ‘more niche’
 using social media to send of sexually explicit pictures of themselves to other young people
 To deliver a range of effective training activities to encourage and support the mainstreaming of
the resources across schools and youth settings in Sussex and so ensure they reach the widest
possible audience including all specialist autism units across pan-Sussex.
 Ensure that the resources are made available online, whilst recognising the need for quality
assurance with regards to the knowledge and skills of professionals in schools and youth
settings seeking to deliver the workshops.
 To further examine ways to equip professionals in schools and youth settings with the
confidence, practical skills and motivation to recognise the signs that young people with ASC are
being radicalised or engaging in potential extremist behaviour.
 Careful consideration is needed on how best to engage parents and carers of children and
young people with ASC around the potential risks associated with online radicalisation and
extremism.

 The need to develop additional resources to enable schools and community settings to respond
in a timely and sensitive way to concerns raised by children and young people to terrorist
incidents such as the Westminster terror attack.

Summary Report of Second Phase of the Think: Protect: Connect: Project.
1. Introduction
1.1
This report provides a brief overview of the second phase of the Think: Protect: Connect
(TPC) to differentiate and make ‘autism friendly’ existing curriculum materials and then pilot
these across a number of settings.
1.2

Parents and carers of young people with Autism Spectrum Conditions (ASC) also play a
crucial role in safeguarding their children from online radicalisation and extremism. To
enable parents and carers to understand more about the process of radicalisation and
extremism a series of workshops were offered that ran alongside those for young people.

2. National and local context
2.1
There have been a number of high profile cases of young people with autism having been
radicalised by both far-right and jihadist extremist groups. These have included: Harry
Thomas (2014) – who was persuaded to buy the ingredients for a pipe bomb and carry out a
Lee Rigby copycat style attack; Michael Piggin (2014) who was found to have become
radicalised against Muslim people and stockpiled a range of weapons at his home; Mark
Alexander Harding (2014) convicted of two terrorism offences relating to the ‘posting’ of
instructional material on the internet concerning the use and construction of pressure and
pipe bombs; and Nicky Reilly (2008) jailed for life for attempting to blow up a restaurant in
Exeter after being radicalised online.
2.2

Research has shown that individuals with ASC are no more likely to commit violent acts
when compared to the general population. However, evidence suggests that they may be
more vulnerable from being targeted and recruited by extremist groups - with autism
spectrum conditions seen as a part of the ‘pathways to radicalisation’ that extremists groups
seek to exploit in individuals they target for recruitment [O’Neill & Simpson: 20151].

2.2

In East Sussex, anecdotal evidence appears to support this view, with an increase in the
number of young people with diagnosed/undiagnosed ASC being referred to Prevent.
However, to better support and safeguard this vulnerable cohort of young people,
professionals need to be able to intervene and offer a more practical ‘low-level’ solutions.

2.3

Currently, there is no known 'preventative' resource to equip young people with ASC with
the skills and strategies to protect themselves and build resilience to the risks posed by
extremists groups. At the heart of this project is the development of a range of innovative
‘autism friendly’ resources that provide a counter-narrative to extremist arguments that
seek to promote intolerance, prejudice and extremism ideas.

2.5

It is important to recognise the global, national and local contexts in which the project was
delivered. These included:
• Increasing concerns about the growing number Hate Crimes and those carried out by
‘far right’ extremist groups
• The ongoing threat of terrorist attacks within the UK
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•
•

The need to be able to respond sensitively to terrorists when they occurred
The ongoing terrorist attack carried out by a range of extremist groups globally

3. Home Office Innovation Funding
3.1
A funding proposal was submitted in October 2016, with the understanding that the project
began in early November 2016 and be completed by March 2017. However, there were
delays in announcing successful funding bids by roughly six weeks. Although the Home
Office expectation was that the timeline for completion remained roughly the same.
4. Project Team
4.1
Autism Sussex were invited to become project partners and support the engagement of
parent/carers; Rachel Lowden, Autism and Aspergers Support Specialist from Autism
Spectrum was approached to assist with the redesign and piloting of the resources; John
Khan, freelance consultant from Priority 1-54 also assisted with the redesign and piloting of
resources. Lucy Spencer, Strategy and Partnership Officer from the Safer East Sussex Team,
with responsibility for implementing the Prevent duty into East Sussex and the activity of
the Prevent Board, oversaw the project.
5. National outcome measures
5.1
The project was underpinned by three key overarching outcomes measures defined within
the Building A Stronger Britain Together2 agenda. These include:
 Fewer people holding attitudes, beliefs and feelings that oppose shared values
 More resilient communities
 An increased sense of belonging by young people and parents/carers
6. Project outcome measures
6.1
The project also sought to deliver a number of positive outcomes for young people with
autism, their parent/carers and professional. These include:
 Reduce the number of young people with ASC referred to Prevent
 Equip young people with ASC with the critical thinking skills to challenge online
propaganda and extremist ideologies
 Challenge the myths, misconceptions and stereotypes held by young people around
individuals and groups that extremist groups seek to exploit
 Increase young people’s awareness, knowledge and understanding of radicalisation and
extremism and its roots
 Enable young people to gain a number of transferable life skills e.g. digital resilience that
they can draw on in the future
 Increase parents and carers understanding of the potential ‘pathways to radicalisation’
that extremists groups seek to exploit
 Empower parents and carers to better support their children who may vulnerable to
radicalisation and extremism
 Develop the confidence of professionals to better support young people with autism
deemed to be risk of radicalisation
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7. The recruitment of schools, colleges and community settings
7.1
A number of settings were initially invited to attend a project briefing in early January 2017
with a view to taking part in the piloting of the resources. During the meeting a number of
issues were raised these include:
 The accessibility of the resources and the ability of students to engage with them
 Concerns about exposing young people to extremist issues that they may not have
previously been exposed to
 Due to the characteristics of ASC the possibility of young people becoming ‘fixated’
about issues related to extremism
 The need for project consultants to build-up a rapport with the young people prior to
the workshops starting
7.2

In total 27 young people from five settings took part in the pilot. These included:
 Three young people attending a residential children’s home (setting one)
 Three young people at residential school for young people with a range of complex,
social, emotional and mental health difficulties with characteristics on the Autistic
Spectrum (setting two)
 Nine young people attending a specialist college for young people with complex needs
(setting three)
 Four young people at a secondary academy school with a special autism unit (setting
four)
 Eight young people who attended an additional learning support unit within a Further
Education college (setting five)

7.3

Although a number of settings were initially considered, the involvement of the final five
settings was primarily driven by a number of factors:
 The existence of sound working relationships between the project team and
professionals working with the settings
 The settings had previously referred young people to the Prevent Team

7.4

Following agreement to take part in the project, a consent letter was sent to all
parent/carers about their child’s involvement in the pilot. All the settings then had to
complete a short questionnaire for each young person taking in project. The Autism and
Aspergers Support Specialist Consultant then visited each of the settings to develop a more
in-depth understanding of the needs of each setting and then meet the young people.

7.5

The workshops were then delivered between February and April 2017. All but one of the
settings completed the piloting of the resources. The reason for the subsequent withdrawal
of setting two, following the delivery of three workshops was ‘unforeseen timetabling
issues’ and the short timescale in which the workshops needed to be completed. This was
despite alternative dates being offered to the settings.

8. Development of resources
8.1
The overall aim of the Autism and Aspergers Support Specialist Consultant was to redesign
and differentiate existing resources developed as part of the first phase of Think: Protect:
Connect project ensuring that the resources were both accessible and ‘autism friendly’.

8.2

The themes for the six workshops developed during the Phase One remained more or less
the same for Phase Two. These included:
 Exploring personal identity
 Group identity, belonging and shared (British) values
 The risks stereotyping
 Extremist views and behaviour
 Online propaganda
 How to stay safe online

8.3

It was felt that during workshops four, five and six a much greater emphasis needed to be
placed on building the young people’s digital resilience by exploring the process online
grooming and online radicalisation, with a view to ensuring that the young people stay safe
online.

8.4

The Autism and Aspergers Support Specialist Consultant had direct access to a group of
young people with ASC, who were able to give invaluable feedback on various drafts of
resources prior to the workshops beginning.

9. Parent workshops
9.1
Parents and carers of autistic young people also play a crucial role in safeguarding their
children from online radicalisation and extremism. To enable parents and carers to
understand more about extremism and radicalisation a series of workshops were offered
running alongside those for young people. The aims of the workshops were twofold:
 Increase parents and carers understanding of the potential ‘pathways to radicalisation’
that extremists groups seek to exploit
 Empower parents and carers to better support their children who may vulnerable to
radicalisation and extremism
10. Monitoring and evaluation
10.1 A rigorous monitoring and evaluation was put in place. This included:
 Home Office evaluation of the project undertaken by University of Leicester that was
conducted through two strands of work:
o A review of project documentation
o Conducting semi-structured interviews and focus groups with a range of relevant
individuals associated with those projects
 Weekly updates provided by Strategy and Partnership Officer to the Home Office to
ensure the delivery of key project milestones
 Feedback following each of the workshops from staff across all of the settings
 A virtual Project Steering Group made up of key stakeholders who were kept informed
of progress of key activities and key milestones through progress reports
 Ongoing evaluation with young people following the workshops and a final 7th
graffiti/evaluation workshop
 Detailed project notes taken by workshops facilitators following each workshop that
informed the ongoing development of the resources.



‘Students are engaged
throughout a lot of the
workshop but they do have
problems with attention
span so more active tasks
might benefit them’



‘This was the first week that
students appeared to feel
comfortable with one
another and were all vocal
and able to express their
opinions’



‘The students really engage
in discussions and enjoy
adding their experiences
and opinions’



‘The activity using the
‘agree, disagree and unsure’
cards was very good and
enticed the students to
debate with each other.
They were encouraged to
share their views and
challenge others. The
activity with the chat show
host was also extremely
effective, especially for one
student who was really
enthusiastic about the
activity which made great
recording’



‘All activities worked this
week, they seemed
engaged with all tasks.
Seeing our learners engage
so well with unfamiliar faces
was a triumph, Rachel and
John were amazing’



‘Thanks for this. It’s good to
be able to take part in the
project, it can just be
difficult as timetables/staff
changes a lot! But so far it’s
been good. The boys have
been pretty engaged, but
they do struggle with
attention span’



‘The pace of the session was
very relaxed and flowed
very well. The students
engaged well and were able
to put their opinions across
equally. Very enjoyable
session to be a part of’



‘Seeing our learners engage
so well with unfamiliar faces
was a triumph, Rachel and
John were amazing’

11. Key findings from piloting the resources
11.1

11.2

11.3

11.4

Engagement by young people: Each setting was asked to
provide detailed information for each young person taking
part in the project. Prior to commencement of the
workshops an initial meeting was then undertaken between
the Autism and Aspergers Support Specialist Consultant, staff
and young people within each setting. This proved invaluable
to the engagement of the young people from the outset and
the overall success of the project.
To further reinforce this process, each setting was also
provided with photographs and details of each of the
workshop facilitators that were hung on the walls of the
classrooms to familiarise the young people with the
workshop facilitators.
During the first workshop the young people were asked to
develop a group agreement (contract) which was reviewed at
the beginning of each subsequent workshop. This clearly
helped support the young people’s engagement within the
workshops whilst also providing clear scaffolding and
certainty for the group. Young people asked to have
included:
 Mobile phones to be turned off during the workshops
(setting one)
 Respect for the opinions of others (setting one)
 It was ok to have differing opinions (setting two)
 That they could leave the workshops at any time if they
needed to do so (setting three)
Staff in all settings commented on the positive rapport that
the workshops facilitators developed from the outset with
the young people. However, both workshop facilitators
noticed a real turning point, in terms of the level of the
young people’s engagement, in workshop three.

11.5

Staff across a number of the settings frequently often
measured the success of the workshops by the fact that over
the course of the workshops only on a very few occasions did
young people feel the need to leave the workshop.

11.6

It was recognised that the timing of the workshops could also
be a barrier to engagement. In a care home setting the
workshops were delivered in the early evening during the
young person’s leisure time. As such, young people attended

the workshop sometimes after a long day at school or
college.
11.7

11.8

11.9

Piloting the resources: The resources went through a
number of drafts prior to initial piloting phase and continued
to be ‘fine-tuned’ after each workshop. However, part of the
initial challenge was making the resources, not only
accessible, but engaging for young people with such diverse
learning styles, in each of the five settings.
A small number of settings also requested that any writing by
students be kept to an absolute minimum within the
workshops, as many struggled with this and would have
resulted in students disengaging from the workshop. Equally,
setting four had already undertaken significant work with
young people around the Prevent agenda and so it was
important to ensure that the resources did not overlap too
much with this work.
Careful consideration was given to the content of workshops
one and four respectively. With regards to workshop one the
focus identity was frequently discussed within the context of
a young person’s family. However, a number of young people
were in care and so this had to be managed with great
sensitively.



‘Great materials – young
people still a bit shy’



‘They were time
appropriate for our learners
and the materials were
clear and concise’



‘The Youtube video about
the DNA results really kept
our students focused’



‘Materials were excellent,
the DVD about Muslims
kept the learners’ interest
well’



‘The role playing activity
was good (just to note: this
type of activity is not
ALWAYS successful and
needs to be delivered being
mindful of the class
atmosphere at the time’



‘Activities were good - two
truths and a lie, reading
cases studies about
individuals’ identity and
video clips worked well’



‘The students were
interested in the session
and enjoyed the discussions
about identity. Some of the
material may not have been
relatable to the students.
For instance, using people
of school age may not be
relatable to the students as
they are over eighteen’



‘The topic of ‘Stereotypes’
was very engaging for the
students and the power
point had material
encouraged the students to
engage in discussions. There
was some excellent input
from quite a few of them’



‘There were a good range of
resources from a short film
clip, worksheets,
discussions, Q&A and a
range of props’

11.10 Moreover, during the first workshop, the workshop
facilitators were keen to discuss with the young people the
extent to which they felt that their autism shaped their own
sense of identity, but more importantly how self-aware they
were about how their autism might make them more
vulnerable to the risk of radicalisation.
11.11 The impact of bullying behaviour was frequently discussed by
young people, both online and face-to-face bullying. In
setting four, a number of young people talked openly and
honestly about the significant levels of bullying behaviour
they had encountered whilst at school, and how this had
shaped their own sense of identity and belonging. One young
man talked about his experience of bullying had led to him
self-harm, a subsequent mental breakdown and
hospitalisation.
11.12 Young women in setting one also discussed in detail their
experiences of online bullying and whilst this had been
addressed by staff and the school, it was ongoing and of such
a significant nature that the police had been involved on a



‘Thank you so much. The
feedback from our young
people has been very
positive about the project
and I am so pleased they all
managed to attend every
session! I’m sure there have
been times when they may
not have engaged as well as
we would like but all three
of them attending as they
have done is an
achievement in itself’ [Care
Home Manager]’



Students appeared quite
lethargic this week but each
week all students have
attended which is a credit
to John & Rachel’s
workshops.



I think this week the subject
matter [extremism] was
difficult for the students
and they appeared quiet
compared to the last
session. However the
students wanted to listen
more this week, as the
information presented was
very interesting. There was
also less movement in the
session, as they were all in
agreement with the
statements to discuss.

number of occasions, with one young women talking about
the impact of bullying on her self-esteem.
11.13 Even where staff had a good knowledge of the background
and circumstances of the young people, some young people
disclosed events in their lives that had clearly shaped their
sense of identity which staff had no prior knowledge of. One
young man talked openly about the sadness of moving to
England on the day of his birthday and how his birthdays
were now tinged with a sense of sadness. The same young
man also talked about being bullied at primary school, being
called a terrorist and getting into fights as a result of the
name-calling.
11.14 The focus of workshop three focused on stereotyping with
some young people using this workshop as an opportunity to
discuss how people with autism were often negatively
stereotyped by the media and sometimes by those they
came into contact with. Although a key focus of the
workshop related to the stereotyping of all Muslims as
terrorist, discussion frequently centred around negative
stereotyping of immigrants, with the word seemingly being
used interchangeably or as an alternatively for refugees and
asylum seekers, which the workshop facilitators were keen
outline to avoid confusion by young people.
11.15 A lengthy discussion took place during initial recruitment
meeting with the settings about their possible concerns
related to the degree of ‘curiosity’ and ‘fixation’ that some
young people already displayed about ISIS, far right extremist
views and terrorist incidents that had previously occurred. As
such, two settings were anxious about the content of
workshop four with such an emphasis on extremism and
online radicalisation. However, we were able to offer
reassurance that the focus of the workshop was on the
process of online (grooming) radicalisation, why certain
groups of young people might become radicalised (including
those with autism) and what is meant by the term
extremism. Prior to the workshop, discussion were had with
certain staff to offer further reassurances.
11.16 Confidentiality and disclosures: Both confidentiality and
disclosure were discussed at the beginning of each workshop
with the young people. During the course of the workshops a
number of disclosures were made by young people and
followed-up with safeguarding lead within each of the
settings. Disclosures centred primarily on:







young people being cyber-bullied and the need for police
involvement
young people accessing the dark web
young people travelling significant distance to meet
people they had met online
young people accessing online information on the dark
web to explore aspects of sexual identity
young people sending sexually explicit pictures of
themselves to others online.

11.17 Ongoing evaluation: A student evaluation booklet was
designed to capture the views of young people about the
workshops, gauge their understanding of the themes
covered and more importantly their learning journey, but
these were rarely used. However, other methods were used
to capture this information including photographic pictures,
short film clips and one-to-one interviews. As such, more
creative methods of assessing the young people’s
involvement in workshop should be explored for the future.
A seventh and final evaluation/graffiti workshop was
undertaken with each setting. The aim of this workshop was
to provide an opportunity to gain feedback from young
people and staff about their involvement in the workshops.
This included:
 What young people learnt from their involvement the
workshops?
 What they found positive about the workshops and why?
 What aspects of the workshops they found challenging?
11.18 Ongoing feedback from teachers and support staff across all
of the settings proved a crucial in the development of the
resource, with most of the comments feeding directly into
the design and delivery of workshops. Key learning points
include:
 Varying the resources to ensure a good balance of group
discussion, student-led activities and films.
 Making the resources more much more visual
 Differentiating the resources for differing ability students
within each of the groups
11.19 The Westminster terror attack: The Westminster attack took
place prior to the final workshop and so gave young people
an opportunity to make direct links between the content of
the workshops and real life events, so helping to reinforce
the learning amongst young people. Many young people
spoke of conversations they had had with their parents
about the incident, whilst others were made aware by the

Parent feedback
Can you say what will you do
differently as a result of the
workshop?
 Look at monitoring and
restricting access to the
internet
 Be more aware and act
rather than just think about
it
 Google our names
 Sit down and have a
discussion with our two
boys about online safety
 Cascade the information
with others
 Find out more about
internet safety
 Look at settings on all
devices
 Check the software
 Loot at sites
 Look at decoy apps
 Download monitoring apps
What did you like about the
workshop?
 It was very easy to
understand
 The venue was good
 Bite-sized chunks of
presentation
 Three different speakers
 Useful information pack to
take away
 Very interesting
 Good quality slides
 Will look at how to protect
and monitor our children
 Not too many people, time
to ask questions
 Info about Autism and hope
to cope
 Parental controls
 Suggestions about
monitoring apps
 The structure and the time
spent on each topic
 The information about the
vulnerabilities of ASD
 Good, informative session,
picked up some good tips to
make me more aware and
understanding of internet
safety

news on TV and through social media. Interestingly, one young person, where there were
already concerns their potential fixation with ISIS and previous terrorist incidents was able
to cite news articles verbatim. This gave a false impression of a deep understanding of the
issues, when in fact this was very limited. Moreover, the young person source of news was
primarily through certain social media (broadsheet) news outlets, which often used highly
emotive and provocative language that the young person seemed to have adopted.
12.1

Parent workshop: Autism Sussex were approached as project partners due to their
extensive expertise around Autism and network of parents and took the lead on arranging
three planned consultation activities across East Sussex. Take up across all three workshops
remained low, so a decision was taken to deliver one workshop centrally, in the evening.
Initially, a number of discussions did take place within the project team about the focus of
these events and whether the theme of extremism should be a central focus, as some
parents might not feel it relevant to their child’s circumstances. A decision was made to give
these events a more e-safety/digital resilience focus.

12.2

The consensus of parents/carers who attended the workshop was a need for greater
support around the lack of the own e-safety knowledge, with a number asking for more
information and the possibility of attending e-safety classes. One parent mentioned that
both her children were taking part in workshops and was extremely keen to talk in more
detail about the need to keep her children safe online.

12.3

The project team have made contact with Concept Training who was also successful in
securing Home Office funding to develop and online resource for parents of children with
autism. This online resource may prove useful and a much better way of engaging
parents/carers.

12.4

As with the original resources from Phase One, many of the resources developed in Phase
Two have the potential to support individual young people referred to Prevent but who do
not meet Channel thresholds. Over the coming months these resources should be piloted
with a number of young people on a one-to-one basis.

13.
13.1

Conclusion
In conclusion, despite the initial slippage in Home Office announcing funding allocation of
successful project, the project team were still able to meet most if not all of the critical
milestones and deadlines.

13.2

Feedback from all of the settings remained extremely positive throughout and suggested
that the resources/workshops engaged the students well across all of the topic areas.

13.2

The prior work undertaken by the specialist autism practitioner with each of the settings to
establish a good working rapport with staff and the young people, proved essential to the
success of the workshops and overall project.

13.3

Finally, the unique nature of the resources and how positively they were received by all the
settings suggests that additional funding/support should be sought in order to cascade them
across all specialist Autism Units in Sussex.

