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Abstract
As increasing numbers of students with autism are being enrolled in mainstream classrooms,
today’s schools are required to address their preparedness to support the academic and social
needs of this student group (Australian Advisory Board on Autism Spectrum Disorders
[AABASD], 2012; Boyle et al., 2011; Morrier, Hess, & Heflin, 2011; Odom, Cox, & Brock,
2013; Pas, Johnson, Larson, Brandenburg, Church, & Bradshaw, 2016). In South Australia,
the State Government recognised this need and provided 80 Graduate Certificate in Education
(GCE) scholarships for teachers and leaders to increase their capacity for more effectively
educating students with autism in mainstream schools. The year-long (part-time) post
graduate level scholarship program was offered by Flinders University and involved a
combination of university-based classes and on-site support. The thesis is the report of an
interpretive case study which analysed secondary data generated from teachers’ action plans,
outcomes of action plans and students’ reports to assess the outcomes of their participation in
the GCE. The research examines how leaders’ and teachers’ participation in the GCE
influenced outcomes for participating schools and students. The research identified multiple
areas for teacher and school improvement to support the needs of students with autism in
regular classrooms. For example, schools recognised the need to improve their processes for
Individual Education Plan (IEP) development and data collection, teacher professional
development (PD) and increased whole school awareness and social supports for students
with autism. Overall, the research demonstrated that the GCE encouraged the implementation
of practices and supports that promoted greater awareness of autism and inclusivity at both
the individual and whole school level.
Keywords: autism, Autism Spectrum Disorders, Graduate Certificate in Education, ASD,
generalist teachers, individual education plan (IEP), data collection, teacher professional

development, learning environments, whole school awareness and social supports.
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CHAPTER ONE
Outcomes of a specialist Autism Spectrum Professional Development model
for schools and students
Research has identified that classroom teachers require specific professional

development (PD) to help them meet the unique needs of increasing numbers of students with
autism spectrum disorder (ASD), who are entering today’s mainstream classrooms (Marder &
deBettencourt, 2015; Pas et al., 2016). ASD is described as a complex developmental
disorder, in which the individual experiences difficulties in social communication and may
exhibit restricted, or repetitive, behaviours and interests (American Psychiatric Association,
APA, 2013). In the school context, a variety of support models are needed because autism is
experienced in different ways across the population. This thesis investigates the impact of a
postgraduate level teacher PD model on school programs for students with autism. It
complements the evaluation phase of the PD program, conducted by Bissaker et al. (2013).
For the purpose of this research, the researcher adopted a pragmatic approach and drew on a
constructivist ontology to assess whether, as an outcome of the teachers’ involvement in a
specialist ASD PD course, the quality of school-based programs had improved for students
with autism. The researcher analysed extensive data from secondary documents generated as
an outcome of teachers’ involvement in the specialist course, including teachers’ school

action plans, students’ progress reports and evaluation of educator proposed action plans.

Background Information

The Autism Professional Learning Project (APLP) was commissioned in 2013 by the
Hon. Ms Jennifer Rankine, the then Minister for Education and Child Development in South
Australia. This phase of the research involved an extensive literature review of effective

models of PD in the area of ASD and a survey of leaders, teachers and parents on teachers’



understanding of the needs of students with ASD, their confidence in teaching these students
and perspectives on PD needs to improve confidence in teaching approaches to support
improved outcomes for students diagnosed with autism. As an outcome of this research
(Bissaker et.al., 2013), it was identified there were many introductory ASD courses available
to teachers but few specialist courses to develop teachers’ expertise to lead whole school
approaches to more effectively support students with autism. First, the evaluation recognised
the need for teachers to learn about students’ communication, sensory and social needs, as
well as their behavioural requirements. Second, it recommended that school leaders play an
active role in contributing to the creation of a whole school approach towards supporting
students with autism. Third, it suggested that teachers together with school leaders would
benefit from completing specialist postgraduate studies in autism to act as leaders for their
and other schools. The recommendation of this research resulted in phase 2 of the APLP in
which 80 teachers and leaders (40 per year) were selected to complete a year-long (part-time)
post-graduate level scholarship program specialising in ASD involving a combination of
university-based classes and on-site support.

Staff from Flinders University designed the specialist program which on successful
completion provided participants with a Graduate Certificate in Education (GCE) (Special
Education). The course required the implementation of evidence-based practices (EBPs) for
students in their schools. On-site learning was included in the research design given that
74.4% of teachers in phase 1 reported preferring to engage in on-site meetings with expert
consultants to extend their learning (Bissaker et al., 2013). Data from phase 1 also revealed
that teachers were only somewhat confident when attending to the social, emotional and
behavioural needs of students with autism (Bissaker et al., 2013). They reported varied
success with past PD opportunities and expressed a high preference for increased release time

so that they could engage in school-based learning and PD training related to autism. There



was also a recommendation that both schools and their leaders adopt whole school
approaches to autism inclusivity. This included engaging teachers in PD opportunities and
capitalising on the support of parents because these factors were shown to make schools more
autism-friendly (Bissaker et al., 2013). Schools selected to participate in phase 2 of the
project were required to commit to two members of staff being involved, with one being at
leadership level. This design feature was incorporated to provide maximum support for
implementing site-based actions as an outcome of participating in the GCE Special Education
(SE) ASD specialist course.

At each site teachers and leaders used their learning from, and experiences of, the
GCE to create school action plans targeted at promoting a whole school approach towards
more effective inclusion of students with autism. The GCE participants were provided with a
range of assessment tools designed to determine high priority needs for whole school
improvement. These tools included the Classroom Environment and Teaching Assessment
(CETA) completed by teachers and the Universal Supports Assessment and Planning Tool
(USAPT) completed by school leaders (START Resources, 2017). In addition, the Whole
School ASD Profile (Griffith University, Autism Centre of Excellence [ACE], 2014) was
used to assess parent and community involvement, levels of peer support and aspects
involving behavioural support and the curriculum. Participants in phase 2 of the research used
these tools for the purpose of developing a personalised school action plan. The GCE
participants were required to highlight three key areas identified by completion of the
assessment process for improvement, and undertake actions in these areas with a view to
improved program quality for students with autism. The assignments which the participants
submitted formed the data for analysis in this research. Subsequently, they provided the basis

for evaluating whether the quality of site-based action plans resulted in improved program



quality. The research analysed secondary data drawn from participants’ completed action

plans and outcomes of the action plans across 10 sites.

Purpose of the Research

The specific purpose of this research was to analyse secondary data generated from
phase 2 of the APLP (Bissaker et al., 2013). The research aims to inform practice and policy,
particularly in the area of PD design and content in the area of ASD so that teachers become
increasingly efficacious in teaching students with autism in mainstream learning
environments. The researcher examined teachers’ action plans and outcomes to assess
whether the quality of school-based programs improved for students with autism at
participating schools, whereby teachers and leaders participated in the PD program. The
research was also interested in whether, as an outcome of the teachers’ and leaders’
participation in the GCE, there was evidence of the ability to create more autism-friendly
schools with confident teachers who could provide quality educational, social and

behavioural experiences for students with autism.

Significance

Research indicates that the prevalence of autism is advancing at a faster rate than any
other disability and today’s schools need to address their preparedness to support the unique
needs of this student group (Boyle et al., 2011). Statistics reveal that there was a significant
(29%) increase in the number of students receiving school-based services from Autism South
Australia (SA) between 2012 and 2015 (Ministerial Advisory Committee: Students with
Disabilities [MAC: SWD], 2015). As increasing numbers of students with autism are being
enrolled in mainstream classrooms, they are often being taught by classroom teachers who

have insufficient training to meet their specialised needs (Australian Advisory Board on



Autism Spectrum Disorders [AABASD], 2012; Morrier, Hess, & Heflin, 2011; Odom et al.,
2013; Pas et al., 2016). The literature demonstrates that pre-service training for classroom
teachers does not focus on the specific social, academic or behavioural needs of students with
autism, nor does it provide training in the implementation of EBPs (Holdheide & Reschly,
2008). Research also suggests that there are worldwide concerns that students with autism
will begin leaving mainstream education if schools fail to become autism-friendly
(Mavropoulou & Avramidis, 2012).

Busby, Ingram, Bowron, and Lyons (2012) highlight the limited research available on
the readiness of generalist teachers to support the needs of students with autism in regular
classrooms. This research contributes to this gap in the literature by examining whether the
specific GCE model, described in the previous section, might contribute to creating improved
quality in the whole-school programming for students with autism at participating schools
(Hall, 2013; Pas et al., 2016). For instance, the research recognises that both teachers’
knowledge and the school environment have an impact on students’ abilities to achieve in a
mainstream setting. Providing PD is critical because students with autism are currently
achieving poorer outcomes than their typical peers and students with other developmental
disabilities (Robert & Simpson, 2016). Consequently, there is an urgent need to address
barriers in teacher practice so that students with autism can learn on the same basis as their
peers. Further, there is a need to establish whole school systematic approaches that provide
key stakeholders with a model of practice that provides them with the necessary confidence

to implement quality learning programs for students with autism (Webster & Roberts, 2014).

Research Questions
How has leaders’ and teachers’ participation in a Graduate Certificate in Education

course specialising in the area of ASD influenced outcomes for the school and students?



Sub-questions

1. What were the key areas for school improvement identified by teachers participating
in the PD program?

2. Inwhat ways did the PD program influence learning outcomes for the students with
autism?

3. What barriers did teachers encounter, if any, towards establishing a whole school
approach towards more inclusive practices for students with autism?

4. What changes were made at both the classroom level and whole school level to create

a more autism-friendly school environment?

Thesis Structure

The thesis is presented in six chapters, including this introductory chapter. Chapter
one highlighted the purpose of the research. It recognised that increasingly more students
with autism are being enrolled in today’s mainstream classrooms as the prevalence of autism
escalates (Sansosti & Sansosti, 2012). As a result, today’s classroom teachers require
additional knowledge about the needs of students with autism so that they can provide for
students’ unique academic, social, sensory and behavioural requirements. The chapter also
offered background information about the research, embedding it within the larger context of
Bissaker et al.’s (2013) project. It revealed that there is a lack of research which provides a
direct link between high school teachers’ PD programs and outcomes for students with
autism. In chapter two, the literature review addresses the aetiology of autism, gaps in
teachers’ knowledge about autism and the benefits of using teacher PD in response to those
needs. It also addresses the importance of creating an inclusive environment, which meets the

needs of students with autism, as well as whole school practices which support this goal.



Chapter three outlines the methodology, detailing the researcher’s ontological and
epistemological position, as well as her commitment to a qualitative research design using
secondary document analysis and a constant comparative method of data analysis. Chapter
four presents the research findings and provides a discussion of them in relationship to the
research questions. The chapter reports on the findings, including outcomes from teachers’
action plans and students’ progress reports. In chapter five, the discussion addresses issues
such as the implementation and benefits of supports at both the individual and whole school
level. It provides an analysis of the importance of teachers’ understandings about using data,
the importance of PD, the adaption of learning environments and the outcomes of a whole
school approach towards inclusive practice. In chapter six, the thesis examines the
implications of the research. The final chapter provides a conclusion, with a focus on whether
the research demonstrated that teachers’ PD contributed to improving the quality of learning

for students with autism.



CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
Autism Spectrum Disorder Aetiology

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is described as a complex developmental disorder,
which includes difficulties in social communication, and may involve restricted or repetitive
behaviours and interests (APA, 2013; Barbaro & Dissanayake, 2012). Although the
diagnostic label is Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), many persons with autism prefer the
terms ‘on the autism spectrum’ or ‘autism’. Therefore, ASD which includes the spectrum of
autism will be referred to as ‘autism’ from herein. Research demonstrates that many children
with autism lack the appropriate behavioural, social or communication skills required to
thrive academically and socially in the mainstream school setting (Leblanc, Richardson, &
Burns, 2009; Martinez, Werch, & Conroy, 2016). For instance, they may display ‘higher
order’ cognitive behaviours that are exhibited through a need for routine and sameness
(Boyd, McDonough, & Bodfish, 2012). Additionally, they may display ‘lower order’ motor
actions, such as hand flapping and/or spinning, as well as other repetitious behaviours that
may be interpreted by educators as challenging. Challenging behaviour, including
disorderliness, inattentiveness or aggression can interfere with both the student’s learning
and/or social outcomes (Powell, Fixsen, Dunlap, Smith, & Fox, 2007).

In the mainstream classroom, students with autism require additional social support
because they have an increased risk of negative outcomes (Leblanc et al., 2009; Symes &
Humphrey, 2011). Many students exhibit sensory seeking behaviour and sensory
defensiveness, as well as developmental delay (AABASD, 2012; Matson & Konst, 2014;
Wilkinson, 2010). As a result, the noise and hectic atmosphere of the physical environment
may cause them to suffer from sensory overload (Hume, Boyd, Hamm, & Kucharczyk,

2014). Students may also struggle in the areas of social and emotional understanding, which



can contribute to poor outcomes in collaborative learning contexts (Eman & Farrell, 2009;
Keane, Aldridge, Costley, & Clark, 2012; Symes & Humphrey, 2011). This may result in
some students with autism being bullied or failing to work co-operatively with others. In
addition to these factors and the nature of the school setting, the teacher’s knowledge has an
impact upon the student’s ability to successfully integrate (Keane et al, 2012). Because
students with autism have varying needs, there is not a ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution to meet all
students’ requirements.

Each student with autism has a unique set of needs and not all approaches work for all
students (Florian, 2012). Today’s teachers are faced with the difficulties of managing a
heterogeneous population of learners, which makes it more challenging to choose suitable
interventions or models of support (Morrier et al., 2012). The literature is also conflicting
with some educators advocating that there is no need for specific specialist approaches
towards teaching students with autism (Lewis & Norwich, 2005). Whilst special education
and mainstream teaching share many of the same pedagogies, the literature also suggests that
the classroom experiences of students with autism should be specifically tailored to promote
inclusivity (Denning & Moody, 2013; Sansosti & Sansosti, 2012). For example, students with
autism require additional supports to prevent isolation and/or support them to tolerate
transitions across the day. Additionally, the literature indicates that many classroom teachers
have insufficient knowledge about autism and/or fail to transfer their theoretical knowledge

into practice (Holdheide & Reschly, 2008; Morrier et al, 2011; Odom et al., 2013).

Gap in Teacher Knowledge
Over the last decade, there has been an increase in the number of students with autism
attending mainstream schools (Keane et al., 2012; Martinez et al., 2016; Schultz, Sreckovic,

Able, & White, 2016). This has resulted in increased pressure on teachers, who have limited



knowledge and training in accommodating the needs of this group of students (Morrier et al,
2011; Odom et al., 2013). To ensure positive outcomes for students, teachers need to identify
which EBPs to implement in a range of everyday circumstances. This involves identifying
whether to use focused intervention practices such as visual aids, prompting or reinforcement,
or comprehensive treatment models such as ‘Training and Education of Autistic and Related
Communication Handicapped Children’ [TEACCH] (Mesibov, Thomas, Chapman, &
Schopter, 2012). Without additional postgraduate training, classroom teachers do not have the
necessary teaching techniques to support students with quality learning (Pas et al., 2016).
Research also indicates that teachers lack the confidence needed to successfully support
students with autism (Emam & Farrell, 2009; Marder & deBettencourt, 2012; Soto-
Chodiman, Pooley, Cohen, & Taylor, 2012; Teffs & Whitbread, 2009).

According to Soto-Chodiman et al.’s (2012) study, teacher participants lacked
knowledge about individualised instructional methods and modification of the curriculum.
Participants in the study felt emotionally overwhelmed, concerned about their increased
workload and unsure about making instructional decisions (Soto-Chodiman et al., 2012). This
was further exacerbated by their reliance on trial and error, or prior experience, as a means of
informing their instructional decisions. Soto-Chodiman et al. (2012) noted that participants
rarely drew on information from outside sources, such as PD. As a result, they lacked the
training that would help them deal with students’ communication differences, such as their
pragmatic understanding of language (Soto-Chodiman et al., 2012; Stephenson, Carter, &
Arthur-Kelly, 2011). The research further indicated that few teachers understood or were
prepared to deal with students’ problematic behaviours. This included students’ increased
mobility and displays of interfering and/or stereotypical behaviour. Managing students’
behaviours is essential because they often interfere with the learning of both the students with

autism and their peers (Boyd et al., 2012; Soto-Chodiman et al., 2012).
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The literature reveals that many teachers lack basic classroom and behavioural
support training for managing the behaviours of students with autism (Pas et al., 2016;
Reinke, Herman, & Stormont, 2013). As a result, teachers may experience difficulties when
students’ behaviours interfere with daily activities and academic instruction (Boyd et al.,
2012). To manage the behavioural concerns of students with autism, teachers need to be able
to identify and apply appropriate EBPs (Hume, 2014; Odom et al., 2013). This requires a
fundamental understanding about behavioural teaching strategies such as Functional
behaviour assessment (FBA) or Response interruption/redirection (RIR). Teachers also need
an awareness of the appropriate sensory sensitivities and/or interests of students because
different techniques are effective for different individuals. For there to be a whole school
approach, there needs to be a consensus on the practices that work for each individual with

autism (Horner, Sugai, & Anderson, 2010).

Teacher Professional Development

Increasingly, research has highlighted the usefulness of embedding active learning for
teachers within the classroom context (Kretlow & Bartholomew, 2010). Professional
development offers teachers the opportunity to learn how to administer EBPs with greater
skill and fidelity (Fixsen, Naoom, Blasé, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005; Hall, 2013). For
example, today’s teachers need understandings about interventions, which are supported by
high-quality research, so that they can support students with autism (Marder & deBettencourt,
2015). Whilst teachers may have knowledge of a variety of interventions, they need to be
taught how to match the practice with the student’s needs in a range of contexts (Cook &
Cook, 2013; Mesibov & Shea, 2010). One of the key features of EBPs, is that they are only
valuable when they are used purposefully (Odom, Collet-Klingenberg, Rogers, & Hatton,

2010). Whilst PD workshops provide teachers with opportunities to engage in learning, they
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do not always result in them being able to transfer their theory learning into practice (Brock
& Carter, 2015; Fixsen et al., 2005; Hall, 2013).

Research indicates that teachers do not always implement EBPs with fidelity, which
impacts upon the quality of the implementation (Stahmer et al., 2015). Implementation
fidelity involves implementing the EBP so that it is administered as intended with adherence
to a designated program (Odom et al., 2010). This factor is important because the higher the
fidelity, the better the students’ outcomes (Durlak & DuPre, 2008). Barriers occur on
occasions when teachers receive insufficient training, which fails to provide them with
ongoing feedback (Cornett & Knight, 2009). In addition, many EBPs were not originally
created for use in the school context and require modification to fit the classroom setting
(Stahmer et al., 2015). The GCE was designed to provide both theoretical and practical
training within the teachers’ everyday context. In particular, the opportunity for hands-on
learning offered teachers an opportunity to access a range of EBPs in situ with guidance and
support.

Recent data suggests that teachers require further PD in the implementation of EBPs
(Bissaker et al., 2013; Kucharczyk et al. 2012; Teffs & Whitbread, 2009). Site-based PD is
useful because it provides educators with ongoing feedback and opportunities to generalise
their learning in a collegial-based environment (Fixsen et al., 2005; Foreman, Arthur-Kelly,
& Pascoe, 2007; Postholm, 2012). For example, it offers teachers opportunities to learn from
both mentors and colleagues in their everyday context. In Maddox and Marvin’s (2012)
study, 28 teachers participated in an 18-month PD program, implemented by the Autism
Spectrum Disorders Network (ASDN). The PD program provided one-on-one learning
experiences and group workshops that cultivated a community of practice with the aim of
increasing teachers’ knowledge and skills related to administering autism-related

intervention. Similar to the current research, the participating teachers in the study created
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portfolios, which included findings from evaluation instruments, action plans and student
data (Maddox & Marvin, 2012). Maddox and Marvin’s (2012) results demonstrated that the
PD program successfully increased teachers’ knowledge and skills related to using EBPs.

In another recent study, the researchers suggested using an implementation science
model to assist teachers with the use of EBPs in their classroom practice (Odom et al., 2013).
Odom et al.’s (2013) study proposed that when PD is built on the principles of
implementation science, teachers are more likely to use EBPs to effectively improve the
quality of services provided for students with autism. A key part of the model involves
coaching and technical assistance, which helps to bridge the gap between practice and science
so that teachers can produce positive outcomes in authentic classroom contexts. Odom et al.’s
(2013) PD program involved on-site visits and checklists, which allowed the researchers to
monitor both the teacher’s professional growth and the students’ progress. The quality of the
program was further assessed with questions that examined the nature of students’ progress,
how EBPs were implemented, and whether the teachers’ efforts were being sustained. The
PD program produced positive outcomes and the model was useful for evaluating the current
research (Odom et al., 2013).

Hall (2015) researched a site-based PD model and how it contributed to participants’
sustained use of EBPs. Hall’s (2015) study adopted an implementation science model, which
focused not only on direct training for participants, but also on technical assistance and
ongoing support. The study was a useful point of reference for the GCE due to its currency,
and acknowledgement of the importance of direct training, as well as ongoing coaching and
whole school approaches to inclusivity (Hall, 2015). The study also offered participating
teachers opportunities to experience informal PD opportunities, which are an often
undervalued or unrecognised part of learning (Bissaker et al., 2013; Hall, 2015). To help

guarantee more teachers an opportunity to engage in informal PD opportunities, research
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indicates the benefits of developing teachers’ abilities to act as mentors (Bissaker et al.,
2013). In Webster’s (2014) study an action-planning and mentoring process, based on the
Cycle of Learning Pedagogical Framework, was trialled for teachers of students with diverse
needs. The findings demonstrated that the process resulted in increased teacher confidence in
meeting their students’ varied requirements.

According to Smit and Humpert (2012) teachers of students with diverse needs
benefit when they engage in professional learning communities. Webster (2014) reported the
usefulness of coaching and mentoring in helping teachers to acquire knowledge and apply
skills in their everyday practice. For example, Webster’s (2014) research indicated that peer
mentoring and coaching resulted in the use of more inclusive practices and increased
achievement levels for students with diverse needs. During Webster’s (2014) study, the
teachers used an action planning document, which encouraged them to identify students’
needs and plan targets. Following the planning stage, they implemented instruction and
finalised assessment paths. The final stage involved them assessing their own needs and the
levels of mentorship, which would be required to put their plans into action. Overall, teacher
participants found the process beneficial because it encouraged new ways of thinking and the
development of deeper understandings about students’ needs (Webster, 2014). Additionally,
the process promoted the use of strategies such as differentiation, which fostered students’

increased confidence, engagement and motivation.

The Inclusive School Environment

In Australia, there has been a major shift towards the inclusion of students with
disabilities in the mainstream setting (Shaddock et al., 2007). In this study, ‘inclusion’
describes the specific inclusion of students with autism in age-appropriate mainstream

classes, where they are supported in ways that allow them to learn on the same basis as their
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peers (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, ACARA, n.d;
Commonwealth of Australia, 2006). For example, it supports the notion that schools need to
make accommodations for students with autism, rather than the other way around (UN
General Assembly, 2006). The study also draws on a social model of disability, which
examines aspects, such as education, from a child-centred perspective (Bronfenbrenner,
1979; Terzi, 2004). In doing so, it suggests that inclusive options are always possible when
delivered in the right circumstances (Forlin, 2006). Further, it examines the pivotal role
played by teachers and school leaders in creating a whole school approach that raises school
members’ awareness of autism (Bissaker et al., 2013; Humphrey, 2008; Marshall & Goodall,
2015; Webster, 2014).

Raising peer awareness about autism is important because peer support can lead to
increased social inclusion, decreased numbers of behavioural issues and improved academic
outcomes for students with autism (Olson, Roberts, & Leko, 2015; Spooner, Dymond, Smith,
& Kennedy, 2006). Currently, there is a paucity of research regarding autism awareness in
school-aged students (Dillenburger, Jordan, McKerr, Lloyd, & Schubotz, 2017; Kasari &
Smith, 2013). Increased research in this area is needed because peer education can reduce
bullying, promote the development of friendships and improve the quality of school
experiences for students with autism. Dillenger et al.’s (2017) study examined levels of
autism awareness in students across the UK. Students completed surveys, which examined
their attitudes and understandings about autism. The results showed that only 50% of students
(under 16) had knowledge of autism, thereby confirming the important role of peer education.
Recommendations included the need for schools to address positive peer attitudes, students’
knowledge of autism and the provision of additional supports for students with autism

(Dillenburger et al., 2017).
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Social skill supports are useful for students with autism because they help to address
students’ issues with social impairment (Kretzmann, Shih, & Kasari, 2015). To date, most
studies about children’s social skills have been observed in clinical settings (Frankel et al.,
2011). As a result, few studies have offered researchers opportunities to observe social skills
being taught and applied in a real-world context. Kretzmann et al.’s (2015) study highlighted
the importance of teaching and applying peer, and social support, in authentic settings. Data
demonstrated that students’ social engagement improved when it was taught in the context
where it would be used. The study also examined the usefulness of providing adult social
support to students with autism, in the school yard, in comparison with peer support
(Kretzmann et al., 2015). Data revealed that the student’s peers were more likely to maintain
their use of strategies over time. This study was useful for analysing the current research
because it highlighted the benefits of peer and adult awareness to support the inclusion of
students with autism.

The Australian Autism Educational Needs Analysis (Saggers et al., 2015) also
reported on the value of educating all students in the school about autism. Parent responses in
the survey indicated that parents rated their child’s sense of belonging, or connectedness, in
the school, as very low. For example, they reported that teachers demonstrated a lack of
interest in the child with autism, and that other children failed to take the ideas of the child
with autism seriously. The study emphasised the importance of creating school connectedness
and inclusivity so that all students feel a sense of belonging. It reported that teacher
participants (102 general educators and 93 specialist educators) defined connectedness using
descriptions such as good communication, feeling valued, feeling safe, a sense of community
and connection, and a feeling of belonging. The study also demonstrated that teachers

required assistance from specialist staff, in addition to PD on autism. Overall, the school’s
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teachers needed to feel supported to meet the needs of students with autism, and this support

needed to be ongoing.

Whole School Approach

A whole school approach is strengthened when staff promote shared expectations
about how inclusion should look, feel and sound in the school context (Symes & Humphrey,
2011). From the outset, the school’s management team needs to strongly support the same
inclusive vision because their attitudes help to shape the beliefs of the school’s teachers
(Goodall, 2015; Opfer, Pedder, & Lavicza, 2011). For instance, schools need to communicate
a well-defined vision, promote teacher PD, and value the importance of supportive networks.
In Bissaker et al.’s (2013) study, 45% of educators and 68% of parents reported that school
leaders ‘either sometimes, occasionally or hardly ever’ contributed to creating and
maintaining a whole school approach, which supported students with autism (p. 4). These
responses are concerning because they show that school leaders are not meeting the
expectations of school staff or the parent cohort. To ensure the participation of the school’s
leaders and provide opportunities for the mentoring of the school’s other teachers, the GCE
ensured the participation of at least one school member at leadership level.

The participation of school leaders and a transdisciplinary approach is essential in
creating a whole school approach to supporting the needs of students with autism (Postholm,
2012). The literature shows that school leaders play a pivotal role in motivating teachers to
acquire new pedagogical knowledge (Bays & Crockett, 2007; Desimone, 2009; Postholm,
2012). For instance, McCabe’s (2008) study reported that when mentorship was provided by
experienced teachers, it resulted in new teachers being provided with ongoing guidance and
support. In another study by Taylor, Yates, Meyer, and Kinsella (2011), secondary teachers

were provided with opportunities to become leaders of other teachers in their PD journey.
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The findings revealed that leaders had a level of credibility, which encouraged other teachers
to participate in the processes needed to implement whole school change (Taylor et al.,
2011). In addition, it recognised that teacher leadership may be informal and result in teacher
leaders mentoring or coaching peers.

Bissaker et al. (2013) recommended that school leaders accept that their role is pivotal
in supporting whole-school approaches to PD and that whole-school approaches are impeded
on occasions when school leaders fail to provide support. Similarly, research conducted by
McDougall, Servais, Meyer, Case, and Dannenhold (2009) found that the support of school
leaders was fundamental for the PD of teachers, especially in the areas of setting the learning
content and co-ordinating PD session times. The study found that barriers to teacher PD
occurred on occasions when leaders failed to successfully address administrative outcomes.
For example, leaders were instrumental in co-ordinating sessions with external PD agencies
and organising teacher team meetings for both classroom and specialist teachers (McDougall
et al., 2009). Additionally, leaders played an important role in the provision of system-level
support that promoted a whole school culture, which was supportive of the needs of students
with autism (McDougall et al., 2009).

Whole school approaches to PD are essential because all staff need to be equally
committed to ongoing PD (Timperley et al., 2007). A transdisciplinary approach is
recommended because students with autism are often taught by several teachers and external
professionals across the school day (Gavalda & Qinyi, 2012; MAC: SWD, 2010; Postholm,
2012). For instance, continuity of approach is achieved more easily when staff work together,
share students’ ongoing progress and practice the same EBPs with consistency. When
classroom teachers, inclusive support teams and external professionals combine their
knowledge and skills, it helps them to create a community of learners, which is better

equipped to plan instructional practices for all students in the classroom. Further, when
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learning occurs in co-operation with other teachers, as well as with the support of the school
administration, research suggests that both teachers and students benefit (Postholm, 2012;
York-Barr & Duke, 2004).

A pilot project, conducted by Webster and Roberts (2014), reported on the important
role played by school principals in the implementation of a whole school model towards
inclusive and effective practice for students with autism. The findings indicated that school
principals played a key role in providing the supports and processes necessary to implement
school programs for students with autism. The data revealed that the greater the principal’s
involvement in the program, the more likely it was for there to be systematic change at the
whole school level with improved outcomes for students with autism. Webster and Roberts
(2014) also found that the greater the principal’s levels of engagement with staff, the higher
the implementation of strategies at the whole school level and the greater the level of staff
involvement. The data further indicated the importance of ongoing coaching because frequent
mentor contact provided the school’s special education leaders with a level of support and
encouragement that kept them focused on the program (Webster & Roberts, 2014).

Similar findings were reported in Webster and Wilkinson’s (2015) project, which was
conducted across three government schools in Queensland. The aim of the project was to test
a whole school approach towards improving outcomes for students with autism and
developing the capacity of the school’s leaders. First, the data indicated the importance of
having an external expert involved on an ongoing basis to support the school’s teachers and
leaders with both practical and research-based knowledge of autism. Second, the data
revealed a direct correlation between the principal’s active engagement in the project and the
school’s success in implementing practices for students with autism. Third, the data showed
that the leaders of the ASD team need to engage in partnerships to implement the model and

practices needed at both the whole school and individual level. Finally, Webster and
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Wilkinson (2015) reported that schools were more successful in implementing changes that
improved outcomes for students with autism when school principals empowered their special

education staff with leadership roles.

Summary

Chapter two provided the literature review, which addressed the need for classroom
teachers to acquire additional knowledge and skills about autism and EBPs to support the
growing numbers of students with autism in the mainstream classroom. Firstly, the review
discussed the aetiology of autism and the types of gaps in teachers’ knowledge about the
needs of students with autism. For example, the research identified that teachers lack
knowledge about individualised instructional methods and ways to support students’ social,
communication, behavioural, sensory and learning needs. Teachers require understanding
about EBPs so that they can support their students’ needs with fidelity in a range of
classroom scenarios. In particular, different techniques and supports are needed due to the
heterogeneous nature of autism. The literature suggested that site-based PD offers teachers an
opportunity to implement EBPs in their school context with the provision of immediate
feedback and ongoing support.

The inclusive learning environment was discussed as a platform for providing all
students with opportunities to learn on an equal basis. To promote inclusivity towards
students with autism, the literature revealed the benefits of creating positive peer attitudes,
and an increase in students’ knowledge of autism. It suggested that there was also a need to
address the quality of students’ social relationships in contexts such as the school playground.
Finally, the literature indicated that leaders play a pivotal role in supporting the
administrative processes needed to provide classroom teachers with ongoing PD

opportunities. This involved supporting both the attitudinal and organisational changes
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needed to promote inclusion at the whole school level. The following chapter examines the
methodology used for the research. The research adopted a qualitative paradigm and used
secondary data from teachers’ action plans and documents. The aim was to develop deeper
understandings about how the GCE teacher PD program influenced the confidence levels of
classroom teachers in ways that enhanced their practices to bring about positive school

programs for students with autism.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGY

Introduction

This thesis is the report of an interpretive case study, which analysed documents to
assess the outcomes of a PD model for teachers of students with autism. The research uses a
qualitative paradigm, which involves interpreting evidence to develop deeper understandings
about phenomena (Glesne, 2006; Punch & Oancea, 2014). This chapter describes the
researcher’s ontological and epistemological position, and provides a framework to address
reflexivity. The researcher adopted Alvesson and Skolberg’s (2009) model of critical thinking
to increase transparency during the research process. Strauss’ (1967) constant comparative
method (CCM) was used to identify themes reported in the outcomes. The CCM was used to
develop codes and categories from secondary documents including teachers’ action plans and

implementation plans, and students’ progress reports (Bowen, 2009; Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

Ontological and Epistemological Position

The researcher’s own experiences and beliefs as a teacher have shaped the ontological
position. She is committed to a view that is consistent with functional pragmatism and
underpinned by values of social inquiry (Goldkuhl, 2004; Van de Ven, 2007). For example,
she believes that the inquirer is inextricably bound to the phenomena of inquiry via
interactive, iterative processes that serve to generate knowledge. The researcher describes
herself as a teacher, who is passionate about developing knowledge and continually testing it
against her own real-world experiences. The aim of the study was not only to describe the
actions of the educators, but to respond to an increasingly urgent need to create change for

students with autism in the school environment. Teachers are a key source of information
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about what works, and what does not work because they are active participants in teacher PD.
By analysing teachers’ action and implementation plans, the researcher gained first-hand
information about what teachers needed to learn and do in order to provide students with
autism with quality learning experiences within a setting that was autism-friendly.

The research has a constructivist focus, which emphasises inquiry driven by purpose
and knowledge (Goldkuhl, 2012). According to constructivism, humans construct knowledge
through social experiences and interactions and their perception of these can be shared
through interview or writing (Creswell, 2013). Constructivism as the epistemological stance
in this research involved the researcher as interpreter of the participants’ written
contributions. During the research process, the researcher systematically evaluated secondary
documents (teachers’ whole-school action plans, their evaluation of implementation and
students’ progress reports) as both a descriptive and interpretive source of data (Bowen,
2009). This resulted in the researcher assuming the dual role of both reader and interpreter.
The researcher engaged in reflexive processes using Alvesson and Skolberg’s (2009) model
of critical thinking to help her assess her underlying assumptions. For instance, the researcher
is passionate about equality in education and this made her aware of an inclination to seek out
positive data that was reflective of inclusive practice at the whole school level. In addition,
the document analysis aims to contribute to change and improvement in both practice and
policy, and support other sources of data within Bissaker et al.’s (2013) larger scale project

(Goldkuhl, 2012).

Qualitative Analysis
Quialitative research enables the researcher to analyse experiences from the
perspectives of the participants or informants (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). However, in this

research, the researcher analysed secondary data as there was no direct contact with
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participants. Walliman (2011) suggests the analysis of secondary data is similar to the
analysis of primary data seeking patterns, trends, changes or repetition to build a case. He
also suggests there are three methods suitable for analysing secondary sources which
commence with content analysis followed by data-mining and finally arriving at a meta-
analysis to generate outcomes. The analytical processes in this research drew on both
deductive and inductive reasoning (Olson, Allister, Grinnell, Walters, & Appunn, 2016). The
use of deductive thinking and reasoning is evident in the preliminary stages of the research, in
particular in generating the research questions and initial content analysis. This ensures the
research questions remain central to the analysis process. The process of data-mining and
meta-analysis requires an inductive analytical approach whereby the researcher looks for

patterns and trends which are then interpreted as codes and categories (see explanation p. 25).

An Interpretive Case Study Design

The researcher adopted an interpretive case study design for this qualitative research,
which examined teachers’ whole-school action plans, their evaluation of implementation and
students’ progress reports. The case study design provided a description and analysis of the
reported school outcomes of the teachers who participated in the GCE with the aim of
developing understandings about improving the quality of learning experiences for students
with autism (Ponelis, 2015). The analysis process involved an open-ended and interactive
process of data analysis using Strauss’ (1967) CCM (Boeije, 2002; Bogdan & Biklen, 2007;
Glaser & Strauss, 1967). For instance, emerging themes reflected the theorising process
which then led to additional investigations of the literature. The researcher interacted with
and interpreted the emerging data to identify and categorise key themes and categories
(Charmaz, 2006). Initially, the data were organised into open codes, from which axial codes

were created, and then core themes emerged (Olson et al., 2016).
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Constant Comparative Method (CCM)

discovery of common core categories (Kuckartz & McWhertor, 2014). The method allowed
the researcher to identify relevant concepts and code key themes, whilst constantly
comparing the data, and making new interpretations (Boeje, 2002; Bowen, 2009). For
instance, when the data suggested a new theme, a new category was created, before the
documents were re-analysed to search for similarly linked content. The researcher used the

process of thematic analysis as a type of pattern recognition within the data, to identify

CCM involves the development of codes and categories, that lead towards the

frequently occurring themes (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). The process began with the

initial sampling and open process of coding, and ended with the discriminate sampling phase

in which saturation of the categories occurred (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 212). Bowen

(2009) describes it as an ongoing filtering process, in which the researcher gradually reduces

excess categories and fills undersized ones to create core categories (Kuckartz & McWhertor,

2014).

Collect Data

p
| Identify key recurring themes
| in the data

-
Collect data representative of
multipleincidents of the focus

| categories

— ~
Record, explore, describe and
account for incidents, whilst
| searching for new ones

.

Use the data and emerging
model to establish the basic

| processes and relationships

. .

Coding and writing in an
interactive proccess that
| focuses on the core categories
L s

Figure 3.1 Stages in the Constant Comparative Method

(Adapted from Glaser, 1978, as cited in Bogdan & Biklen, 2007)
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Data Analysis

The researcher used the qualitative data analysis software tool NVivo (version 11.4.1)
to manage and organise the data (Kuckartz & McWhertor, 2014; QSR International Pty Ltd,
2016). The tool allowed the researcher to code and present thematic text analysis in ways that
made accessing the original data simple. For instance, NVivo offered the researcher charts
and matrices that helped her to determine the ways that the themes connected with one
another (Bazeley & Jackson, 2013). By engaging in inductive analysis, the researcher was
able to develop understandings about the experiences of the teachers in the GCE course and
whether this resulted in improved learning outcomes for the schools’ students with autism.
The aim was to develop the codes with the intention of gradually replacing the data with a

comprehensive synthesis of research findings (Kuckartz & McWhertor, 2014).

Document Analysis

The researcher examined the school action plans, which were completed by
experienced teachers who undertook the GCE in 2016. As part of the assessment process,
teachers were required to identify areas of program strength and areas in need of
improvement to support students with autism at their schools. This involved the identification
of three priority areas in which both learning and support could be improved for students with
autism. Additionally, it required the provision of students’ progress reports, IEPs and Goal
Attainment Scales [GAS] to determine the extent to which students’ learning outcomes
improved. The researcher analysed the data, which included the teachers’ action plans, and
their follow-up evaluation reports with recommendations for future priorities. This provided
both descriptive and evaluative text, as well as survey data and descriptive statistics, which

were used as the source for qualitative content analysis. The researcher was guided by the
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research questions in analysing the documents, whilst continually maintaining a focus on

reflexivity (Altheide, Coyle, DeVriese & Schneider, 2008).

Ethics Approval

The study complies with the National Statement and Human Research Ethics
Committee (National Health and Medical Research Council, NHMRC, 2007, 2014). Ethical
issues include maintaining the balance of harm and benefits, confidentiality and issues of
informed consent, regarding the documents being analysed. During attendance at the GCE
course, teachers were provided with an information sheet about the research. They voluntarily
signed a consent form, which explained their rights, issues of confidentiality and voluntary
participation, the purpose of the research and how their data/information would be used
(Appendix A; Appendix B; Appendix C; Punch & Oancea, 2014). A file containing teachers’
action plans and follow-up evaluation reports was stored digitally on a password protected
device (NHMRC, 2014, Stringer, 2014). Ethics approval for the study was gained from the
Social and Behavioural Research Ethics Committee, at Flinders University, as well as the
educational bodies responsible for managing the participating schools (Department for

Education and Child Development; Catholic Education, South Australia).

Summary

The researcher adopted an interpretive case study design for this qualitative research,
and used both deductive and inductive reasoning to interpret evidence from documents
including teachers’ action plans and evaluation reports, and students’ progress reports. She
used the CCM to develop codes and categories from these secondary documents. This
resulted in the researcher engaging in an iterative process through which codes and

eventually key themes were identified. The data analysis software tool NVivo was used to
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organise the data and code it into categories. The researcher discussed her ontological and
epistemological position, and the usefulness of applying Alvesson and Skolberg’s (2009)
model of critical thinking to promote reflexivity in the research process. The following

chapter addresses the research findings.
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CHAPTER FOUR
FINDINGS
Introduction
This chapter describes the site, individuals and use of document-derived data from
teachers’ action plans and evaluation reports, and students’ progress reports. It outlines the
top priority areas for improvement, identified by groups for improving the quality of learning
for students with autism. During the data analysis stage a number of key categories emerged.
These categories have been identified as: IEP planning, programming and data collection;
professional development; learning environments; whole school awareness and social

supports; barriers. The results from the research are described within these categories.

Description of Site, Individuals, Data

Data were derived from 10 different school sites which participated in the GCE
course. Sixty percent of the schools were described as mainstream K to 12 schools, 30% were
described as mainstream senior schools, and a further 10% were identified as special schools.
Special schools were described as schools designed to support the needs of students with
physical and intellectual disabilities. School sizes varied, with 30% of schools
accommodating 312 to 500 students, and the remaining schools accommodating 1000 to 1400
students. Whilst the numbers of students diagnosed with autism in each school varied, from
3% to 10%, all schools reported a recent increase in the enrolment numbers of students with
autism. All schools accommodated students from diverse cultural and socio-economic
backgrounds, and 30% of schools were equipped with special learning units. Although the
schools were not randomly selected, it is suggested that their diversity reflects the diversity
which might be expected within the broader student population of South Australia (Franklin,

2013).
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School-based research was collected by 33 teachers, of whom 29 (88%) were female
and 4 (12%) were male. All teachers were required to have experience in the education of
students with autism. It was also recommended that at least two teachers, with one being in a
leadership position, participate from each site so that they could mentor others at their school
(Bissaker et al., 2013). Data revealed that one school had five teacher participants; another
had four; and the remainder had between one and two. Participating teachers worked in
different school sectors. Thirteen teachers (39.5%) worked in the government sector, 14
teachers (42.5%) worked in the Catholic sector and a further six teachers (18%) worked in the
independent sector (Figure 4.1). Following a survey of 23 teacher participants, it was
identified that 16 teachers (70%) worked in urban areas, whilst 7 teachers (30%) worked in
rural settings. Additionally, thirty percent (30%) of teachers worked as classroom teachers,
thirty percent (30%) worked in roles specific to special educational needs, and forty (40%)

percent worked as leaders or special educators.

School sectors

Independent
18%

Government
39.5%

Catholic
42.5%

= Government Cathalic Independent

Figure 4.1 Percentage of teachers working in various school sectors
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The teachers worked in groups to collect data, which were organised into documents
that included school action plans, outcomes and recommendations. The use of document
analysis has increased significantly during the past 10 years and it was used in this research to
assess whether the quality of school-based programs improved for students with autism at
participating schools (Bowen, 2009). For example, the documents revealed three key areas of
foci including the improvement of assessment processes, the implementation of on-site PD
and the creation of an autism-friendly learning environment. The groups used a range of tools
to identify their school’s strengths and areas for improvement. The Universal Supports
Assessment and Planning Tool (USAPT) was used to analyse whole school data, whilst The
Classroom Environment and Teaching Assessment (CETA) was used to collect data about the
teaching environment (START Resources, 2017). Each group was required to target three
priority areas for improvement within their school setting.

Each of the 10 groups gathered data on gquality programming and whole school
supports, so that they could identify the strengths and areas in need of improvement within
their school. Using the collected data, each group selected three priority areas, which best
reflected the needs of their school. Figure 4.2 illustrates the top three priorities identified by
the groups. First, 30% of the groups recognised the need to improve teachers’ data collection
methods and IEP planning as a top priority. Second, 20% of the groups suggested a need for
improvement in the area of PD for teachers of students with autism. Third, 17% of the groups
recommended the improvement of students’ learning environments. This involved changes
and accommodations such as increasing visual supports and the accessibility of materials for
students with autism. Other priorities included the establishment of guiding principles (10%)
and the need to increase peer awareness about autism (14%). Areas requiring attention from

fewer numbers of groups included improving students’ individualised communication
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methods (10%), increasing family involvement (10%) and improving students’ literacy

(10%).

Top priority areas for improvement

Family Curriculum
Invalvement

3% Learning

Emvironments
17%

Communication
3%

Increase
Peer
Awareness
14%

Professional
Development
20%

Data
Collection
30%

Guiding Principles
10%

Figure 4.2. Top three priority areas for improvement

IEP Planning, Programming and Data Collection

Few schools had a systematic approach to collecting data on IEP goal progress and
students’ behaviour. Eighty percent of the groups identified the need to create a systematic
data collection process as a key priority. For example, groups described their data collection
processes using terms such as ‘inconsistent’, ‘weak’ and ‘rarely evident’. As a result, they
adopted a range of approaches to improve their data collection processes. One group created
a spreadsheet, which enabled staff to continually update information on a shared drive, whilst
another group created student profiles, which included students’ input and reflections, as well
as a planning matrix to be completed by parents. Other groups implemented electronic
systems of storage, which contained learner profiles, transition documentation, learning
objectives and data collection checklists. Fifty percent of the groups recommended that staff
training in data collection processes be increased to improve the levels of accountability

provided by both classroom teachers and school leaders.
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The research revealed that classroom teachers had received little training regarding
the collection and analysis of data about students’ goals and behaviours. Inconsistency was
linked to the inadequate progress tracking of students’ IEPs. Forty percent of groups
recognised that PD was essential for staff in this area. One group employed an expert lecturer
from Flinders University to deliver explicit and intensive training. A key part of the training
involved the assessment of a student with autism followed by explicit training in how to tailor
the IEP and write IEP objectives. Professional development was also recommended to
support the school’s classroom teachers with ways to analyse and evaluate data. In order to
support the school’s classroom teachers, some schools provided in-house staff training.
Sessions were conducted by each school’s special education teachers, who focused their
training sessions on ways to collect, report and evaluate data. In addition, groups suggested
that teachers team together to share their knowledge.

Groups reported that teaming offered teachers an opportunity to share students’ data
and progress. It encouraged collaboration and provided opportunities for them to discuss their
use of EBPs. One group reported that it increased teachers’ reflection, professional dialogue
and their ‘desire to seek more knowledge’. Teaming also provided groups with occasion to
discuss students’ communication needs. For instance, one group met to discuss their students’
preferred communication modes and discovered that less than 50% of the students had a
documented preferred communication mode. After the implementation of the PD program,
the data demonstrated that the number of students with a documented communication mode
had increased to 80%. The group found that ‘having a clear preferred [communication] mode
designated reduce[d] student frustrations, demonstrations of challenging behaviour and other
behaviours of concern’. The group also found that these changes directly impacted students,
by increasing their ‘confidence, relationships with peers and staff, wellbeing and engagement

in learning activities’.
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Thirty percent of groups also recommended that students be provided with a greater
voice in the IEP planning process. To achieve this aim, groups encouraged classroom
teachers to meet with their students prior to stakeholder meetings. This opportunity provided
students with the occasion to set their own learning goals and develop understandings about
their own progress. It also encouraged classroom teachers to have greater input towards
setting and monitoring students’ IEP goals. The research further indicated that such meetings
encouraged teachers to revise and rewrite students’ goals. One group reported that this ‘led to
the provision of more reflective and appropriate learning goals, and increased consistency in
the successful accomplishment of set goals’. Another group introduced a Student
responsibility form as a method for tracking students’ behaviours and levels of academic
engagement. The introduction of the form resulted in visible improvements in students’
abilities to self-manage and their increased involvement in both curricular and extra-

curricular activities.

Professional Development

Groups recognised that classroom teachers required ongoing PD so that they could
provide the appropriate supports and resources for students with autism. Data indicated that
teachers required training in areas that included: collecting and analysing data; planning IEPs;
using EBPs; implementing visual supports; understanding ways to promote social skills;
increasing student autism awareness. For example, 80% of the groups recommended that
teachers receive PD in the area of data collection and IEP planning, with a focus on writing
students’ learning objectives. One group reported that the ability to set learning objectives
was essential because it allowed ‘more students to achieve their goals’. The group also
suggested that special education teachers should assist classroom teachers with the collection

of data specific to students’ objectives. Further, the group noted that PD opportunities
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included school-based training provided by guest presenters, such as a speech specialist, and
occupational therapist, or the school’s special education coordinator.

The data revealed that on-site PD was the most popular choice. Forty percent of the
schools chose to engage the services of Autism SA, whilst 30% chose to participate in the
Positive Partnerships workshops (national autism professional learning). A further 20% of
schools did not specify their source of PD and 10% relied on in-house training from special
education teachers. The research indicated that 60% of the groups recommended teacher
training about autism and the types of sensory needs of students with autism. This was
important for one group who reported that 14 of their 17 teachers had declared only partial
competency, and three had claimed zero competency, regarding their knowledge of the
characteristics of autism. Groups also recognised the need for teachers to develop a whole
school plan that addressed professional learning, based on EBPs. This need was driven by
results which demonstrated that most teachers were only addressing academic and
behavioural concerns, and questioning the use of reinforcement and rewards.

Sixty percent of groups recommended teacher training about autism and the types of
sensory needs of students with autism. After implementing the teacher PD program, the
groups reported increased levels of teacher competency. This was evidenced by surveys in
which teachers rated their competency regarding knowledge of the characteristics of autism.
One group reported that the PD program responded well to the needs of its teachers who
‘were beginning to voice their concerns on how best to cater for the individual needs of these
children’. In particular, the group’s teachers reported a lack of confidence in addressing the
biological and sensory needs of their students with autism. Finally, groups recognised the
need to provide teachers with access to online learning and relevant support contacts. As a
result of the GCE, one group reported a significant increase in the number of teachers

accessing individual online training via the Department of Education. Another group reported
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that PD was important because it helped classroom teachers ‘support students across the

school in a variety of capacities (sports, playground duties, and extra-curricular)’.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT NEEDS

EBF
Visual Schedules

ASD info

Data cellection

Areas requiring professional development

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Number of groups

Figure 4.3. Professional development needs

Learning Environments

Ninety percent of groups made changes to the learning environment, which involved
providing students with visual supports, resources and quiet zones. Overall, 80% of groups
identified the need to implement visual timetables (Figure 4.4). The research indicated that
the implementation of visual timetables resulted in a significant reduction in the number of
times that students asked what was happening next. The data also demonstrated the benefits
of implementing a colour-coded system, which was applied to timetables, task sheets, folders,
door signs and a school map. The system resulted in one student with autism taking the
correct materials to the correct location most of the time. Student feedback indicated that the
student felt happy knowing that he was going to the correct class. Further, the data found that
the use of break cards and choice cards helped another student with autism to regulate his

emotions.

36



The group reported that students who used the break cards were more likely to have
positive attitudes towards classroom tasks and take the initiative to negotiate their activities,
breaks and classroom exits. The group also tracked students’ behavioural changes and found
that there was a noticeable improvement in students’ ability to self-manage and their
involvement in curriculum and extra curricula activities. The group reported,

‘Communications with classroom teachers indicate that they have identified

progress in overall student achievement and engagement since they have increased

the environmental supports provided in their classrooms .

LEARNING ENVIRONMENT NEEDS
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Colour-coded Materials
Sensory Toys

Quiet Zones

Visual Timetables
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Number of schools

Figure 4.4 Improvements required in schools’ learning environments

One group collected data to demonstrate the effectiveness of implementing visual
timetables in the classroom. The group reported that baseline data from term three indicated
that students within the class had asked timetabling directions over 150 times within a one
week period. Student feedback revealed that 86% of students wanted to know what was
coming up next in order to prepare themselves for activities. Data were collected again five
weeks after implementing the visual supports. The data indicated that students had

significantly reduced the number of occasions on which they asked for direction about what
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was happening next (Figure 4.5). Student feedback revealed that students found the visual
supports effective. Students’ responses included the following:
‘It doesn’t matter if I forget, which I do all the time, the instructions are right there.’
‘I love knowing what is next’, and

‘I now don’t need to ask all the time.’

Frequency of students asking what is next
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Figure 4.5. Comparison of the number of times students asked what was next

Schools also introduced a range of supports which included sensory toys, soft
furniture and a noise metre. In one school, the group introduced a ‘finish basket’ for a student
with autism. The basket was positioned so that it encouraged the student to ‘stretch’ each
time he accessed the basket. Use of the support complimented the goals which had been
identified as part of the student’s occupational therapy program. The data indicated that the
use of the ‘finish basket’ provided the student with feelings of satisfaction on each occasion
when he completed a learning task. Additionally, the research revealed the importance of
teacher training. Professional development had been essential for teachers to make successful
connections between the task design and task skills, and the support structures being

implemented. The group further reported the importance of additional funding as an essential
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factor in its ability to provide additional supports. Extra funding had allowed the group to
purchase staff PD training, staff reference books, picture books and classroom resources.

Thirty percent of the schools reported setting up quiet zones outside of the classroom
to offer students with autism a place to regulate their emotions. Students were encouraged to
follow set procedures and attend the quiet zone using the rating scale from Buron’s (2015)
Incredible 5-point scale. The Incredible 5-point scale is a self-regulatory scale that allows
students to measure their own emotional states and regulate their behaviour (Buron, 2015).
The research indicated that schools with quiet zones experienced a distinct decrease in the
number of students who were removed for disrupting the class. They also reported that the
new quiet zones reduced student anxiety and promoted self-regulatory behaviours. For
instance, one group reported that ‘the numbers increased from two supports not in place to 19
fully in place’. These numbers indicate that teacher awareness and the use of sensory

accommodations increased proportionately after teachers participated in PD.

Whole School Awareness and Social Supports

Fifty percent of the schools addressed whole school awareness by introducing peer
awareness programs and autism-friendly play options. Students were provided with options
such as social clubs, a supervised ‘Lego room’ and alternative play activities. For example,
alternative play programs provided options for students with autism and their peers to
participate in joint play activities such as board and card games. Data from student-completed
surveys revealed that the new lunchtime options benefited the social growth of all students,
not just the school’s students with autism. For instance, one group successfully introduced
peer mediated intervention so that peers could learn to engage more effectively with the
school’s students with autism. Another group focused on developing student-teacher

relationships in a playground area where teachers interacted with students. The group tracked
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the behaviour of students with autism outside of the classroom and found a 61% reduction in
the number of lunchtime infractions in comparison with the previous term before which the
new play areas were introduced.

Prior to making changes to playground activities, students were taken on learning
walks and asked about their feelings towards being in the playground at lunchtime. Some of
the students’ responses were as follows:

‘I never get a turn on the playground; there are too many people.’

‘| feel unsafe in the yard because big kids are scary.’
‘There are too many people; it’s crowded.’
‘There is nothing to do; I'm bored.’

These comments, made before the implementation of the action plan, indicate that some
students with autism felt uncomfortable in the playground at lunchtime. After the
implementation of the action plan, however, students commented more positively about their
experiences at lunchtime. Some of the students’ responses were as follows:

‘Games club is my favourite because everyone gets a turn.’

‘I love Digital Tech club because it’s challenging and fun.’

‘Some big kids in the yard help me.’

‘I like Lego club because its quiet.’
Due to changes in playground programs, groups reported a significant improvement in
students’ behaviours. Increased training in communication for teachers also contributed to
improved behaviour in the playground. This was evidenced by 20% of the groups, which
incorporated Picture Exchange Communication System [PECS] into teachers’ practices
because it improved communication between teachers and students (Pyramid Educational

Consultants, 2016).
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Student awareness was further increased through internal programs such as a
Christian-based special education awareness program and external programs such as the Peer
Awareness Program, delivered by Autism SA. One group reported that the success of their
peer awareness program was the result of embedding the content into the existing curriculum
with the support of expert teachers. Teachers were provided with resources and supports that
matched the current learning in their classroom. For example, a class that was focused on
poetry received laminated poems of different levels that focused on diversity and difference.
Similarly, differentiated texts were provided along with hands-on tools that related to the
book. For instance, a shared reading text named ‘All Cats have Asperger Syndrome’ was
delivered with purple playdough for students to create models in response to the content.
Because the same text was provided across all year levels, it encouraged collegial discussion
and conversation amongst students across the school. At the same time, teachers who were
experienced in using the Incredible 5-point scale rotated around different year levels so that
they could introduce the regulatory tool to all classes in the school (Buron, 2015).

Another group created an autism-friendly whole school planning matrix, which
addressed multiple areas for improvement across the school. The group’s plan addressed the
environmental, social/emotional, communication, sensory-motor and learning domains. The
group targeted topics such as the strategic use of funding (environmental); the provision of
material to families regarding respite and social networks (social/emotional); the need to
liaise with specialists when writing IEPs (communication); teacher PD about providing
sensory and visual support (sensory-motor); PD about writing IEP learning objectives
(learning). The group attributed the success of their whole school plan to teacher PD, which
was delivered by presenters or staff using research articles as stimuli. Additionally, the group
attributed the plan’s success to the involvement of all school members. The plan included the

support of the school principal, staff, parents and students.
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Groups recognised that a whole school approach could only be successful if teachers
were able to meet regularly to plan for change. One group reported that their ‘meetings
proved critical in developing a whole school approach and staff ownership’. The group
formed teams across the school by year level, and supported each team with a mentor. The
group indicated that this provided teachers with a more personalised opportunity to discuss
matters relevant to their year level. The group recognised that ‘whole school staff meetings
did not always allow for tailored support and could be quite daunting when introducing
something new’. The school’s staff worked in small groups to plan activities that promoted
autism awareness at the whole school level. One team of teachers created a morning prayer
with PowerPoint slides of relevant images and quotes that were reported to ‘provoke thought,
discussion and awareness within the college’. The aim was for each year-level team to

produce resources, which were made accessible to the whole school.

Barriers

Groups reported multiple barriers whilst implementing their school action plans.
Thirty percent of the groups experienced barriers when they failed to successfully schedule
team meetings with specialty teachers, classroom teachers, learning assistants and/or
executive leaders within their own school. They identified a number of reasons, which
included staff illness, inadequate administrative support from leaders, crowded teacher
timetables and competing priorities. For one group, the biggest problem involved the group
having too many priorities, which needed to be addressed in too short an amount of time. For
a second group, staff illness proved to be the biggest challenge, ‘with 17 teachers taking more
than eight days off during term three, and 45 learning assistants taking more than five days

off”. A third group experienced issues concerning time restrictions and an already full PD
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schedule for the year. Groups also encountered barriers due to the unavailability of their
chosen support agency.

Specific barriers involved the inability of 40% of the groups to schedule sessions with
their assigned school facilitator for the program. Other barriers were more generic in nature
and involved school-based barriers. For example, groups reported factors such as staff iliness
or a change in middle leadership as causes for delaying the implementation of PD programs.
Other school-based problems involved the scheduling of team meetings. Thirty percent of
groups experienced barriers when they tried to schedule team meetings with learning
assistants, classroom teachers, specialist teachers and leaders. Barriers also included the time
it took to plan and present a PD plan to the school’s executive committee and/ or the school’s
difficulties in gaining funding for their PD plan. Further, groups recognised issues concerning
time restraints. Groups reported having insufficient time to meet with leaders, train staff,
apply for funding, update student profiles and collect or record student data. Finally, groups
reported that they experienced obstacles regarding the management and funding of the

school’s quiet zones.

Summary

This chapter addressed the key areas, which groups identified for improvement at the
student, class and whole school level. It described the findings related to the main themes
including: IEP Planning, Programming and Data Collection; PD; learning environments;
whole school awareness and social supports. First, the research indicated that teachers
required additional knowledge about how to collect, monitor and record students’ data related
to IEP goal progress and behaviour. Second, the research showed that schools needed to
improve their systems for data collection and regularly update students’ IEP goals. The

research determined a need to increase the engagement of classroom teachers and learning
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assistants by regularly sharing valuable student data with them and maintaining the currency
of student profiles. Some schools recorded data using spreadsheets and folders containing
learning objectives, which allowed stakeholders to readily access information from different
sites. Third, the research highlighted the importance of teacher PD, including the need for
teachers to learn about creating learning objectives. Following the implementation of the PD
program, groups reported that teachers had successfully updated their data collection
processes and implemented increasing numbers of appropriate student accommodations.

Groups also introduced visual supports including timetables, colour-coded folders,
coloured maps, break cards and choice cards. The visual supports provided students with
increased access to information and ways to regulate their behaviour. For example, the
research indicated that break cards increased one student’s sense of ownership by allowing
him to choose when he required breaks. In addition, 30% of groups introduced quiet zones,
which offered students a quiet retreat away from sensory triggers. Whilst all schools
recognised the benefits of making changes to the learning environment, some groups
experienced barriers. For instance, barriers included difficulties in supervising the sensory
spaces, and organising PD with external agencies due to unavailability or cancellation. Other
barriers were experienced when schools tried to organise team meetings. Team meetings
were considered important because they offer teachers a time to share data and discuss
students’ progress.

The chapter addressed whole school awareness at both the teacher and student level. It
was suggested that teachers required increased knowledge of autism and PD to increase their
understandings about students’ sensory needs and triggers. For example, teachers require
knowledge of autism and its aetiology to administer EBPs appropriately. The chapter also
addressed the importance of raising student awareness through education programs such as

Autism SA’s Peer Awareness Program (Autism SA, 2015). In the playground, alternative
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play programs were introduced by 50% of the schools to increase peer networks. For
instance, groups introduced autism-friendly play areas, where all students were welcome, and
all students benefited. Changes to play areas offered students with autism opportunities to
interact with peers and teachers in environments, which they described positively using
words such as ‘safe” and ‘quiet’. The chapter concluded with a description of key barriers

encountered by groups during the course of the research.
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CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION

Introduction

This chapter presents discussion from the research relating to whether leaders’ and
teachers’ participation in a GCE course specialising in the area of ASD influenced outcomes
for the school and its students with autism. The discussion responds to the research questions
and interrogates the changes that were made in the school, the results of these changes and
barriers experienced at both the classroom and whole school level. The chapter also discusses
the key themes, which emerged during the data analysis phase and how they contribute
towards improving the quality of learning for students with autism. Key themes address the
need for improved data collection methods, increased teacher PD and the adoption of
leadership practices that promote whole school inclusivity for students with autism. Finally,
the chapter outlines the limitations and contributions, which should be considered when

interpreting the data.

IEP Planning, Programming and Data Collection

A key finding involved the need for teachers to acquire additional knowledge about
IEP planning, programming and data collection. Developing the necessary skills for data
collection is essential because it allows teachers to plan, modify and implement changes to
EBPs and IEPs (Hall, 2013; Wheeler et al., 2015). For instance, teachers use collected data to
validate assessment, monitor students’ progress and evaluate or plan interventions. Similar to
the literature, the research findings indicated that the data collection practices in participating
schools were inadequate and inconsistent (Hojnoski, Gischlar, & Missall, 2009; Sandall,

Schwartz, & Lacroix, 2004). The research indicated that few schools had a systematic
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approach to data collection, which was concerning because systematic data collection plays a
fundamental role in the decision-making processes for any treatment program (Lerman,
Hovanetz, Strobel, & Tetreault, 2009). Groups suggested that teachers required regular PD
and increased opportunities to work as part of a team with support staff, students and parents.

The literature supports parents’ and students’ input because it promotes collaboration
and empowers individual stakeholders (Wheeler et al., 2015). The critical role played by
families in supporting student’s IEP goals is also acknowledged by Hall (2013). Findings
from the GCE demonstrated that families were highly satisfied with the new data collection
methods and IEP planning in their schools. For example, the data indicated that 100%
attendance at [EP meetings by students’ families was indicative of them finding the processes
‘supportive and solutions-focused’. The research also indicated that PD in these areas
increased teacher motivation. In particular, teachers were motivated by the observational
checklists which were regularly presented to them during their on-site PD. The data also
found that groups implemented information storage systems to help teachers organise data
and monitor students’ progress. Specifically, groups created electronic folders which
contained learner profiles, transition documentation, examples of learning objectives and data
collection checklists.

The literature also supports the need for teachers to collect rigorous data for tracking
students’ progress and targeting teaching (Goss, Hunter, Romanes, & Parsonage, 2015). It is
essential to ensure that students’ IEPs are updated because IEPs are important management
tools, which are used to identify students’ changing needs (Ruble, Dalrymple, McGrew, &
McGrew, 2012). For example, a quality IEP provides the information needed to identify
ancillary services and appropriate resources for the student. The importance of an IEP was
demonstrated in Ruble and McGrew’s (2013) study, which found that IEP quality was

responsible for 25% of the variance in child outcomes. The literature also recognises that
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teachers often struggle when faced with the need to write measurable objectives for their
students’ social and communication skills (Ruble et al., 2012). This area for improvement
was also recognised in the GCE data, which indicated that 40% of teachers had difficulty

writing IEP objectives due to insufficient training prior to commencing the program.

Professional Development

The research found that classroom teachers from all groups required PD in a range
areas that included: collecting and analysing data; planning IEPs; using EBPs; implementing
visual supports; understanding ways to promote social skills; student autism awareness. The
literature recognises that teachers of students with autism require additional training to
support their students with quality learning (Pas et al., 2016; Soto-Chodiman et al., 2012;
Webster, 2014). For instance, classroom teachers need knowledge about individualised
instructional methods and behavioural interventions to manage the emotional, social,
behavioural and academic needs of their students with autism. The literature further reveals
that a whole school approach to PD is required because the school’s students with autism are
often taught by several teachers across the school day (Gavalda & Qinyi, 2012; MAC: SWD,
2010; Postholm, 2012). Benefits for both students and teachers occur on occasions when
teachers work collaboratively, share their knowledge and apply the same EBPs with
consistency across the school (Postholm, 2012; Webster, 2014; York-Barr & Duke, 2004).

The research found that most groups recommended teachers receive PD in the area of
data collection, IEP planning, and learning to write students’ learning objectives. The
collection of quality data is essential for monitoring students’ progress, setting learning goals
and planning instruction (Hall, 2013). Because students with autism are part of a
heterogeneous group, teachers need to be able to identify the individual’s preferences and

needs so that learning can be tailored to support each student. Groups suggested that the
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school’s special education teachers assist classroom teachers with data collection processes
and that all teachers engage in on-site PD and school-based training. The literature also
describes the benefits of site-based PD, which offers teachers opportunities to learn with their
colleagues in their everyday school setting. Site-based PD provides teachers with situational
and immediate feedback, as well as opportunities to model practices under the guidance of a
mentor or coach (Fixsen et al., 2005; Foreman, Arthur-Kelly, & Pascoe, 2007; Postholm,
2012; Webster, 2014; Webster & Wilkinson, 2015).

Ongoing PD was considered essential because teachers required additional teaching
techniques to support the needs of students with autism. In particular, site-based PD allowed
teachers to gain new skills within an authentic classroom context, rather than an academic
simulation (Edwards & Kuhlman, 2007; Maddox & Marvin, 2012). For instance, classroom
teachers received feedback and support within their everyday context tailored to the specific
needs of their students with autism. One group described the aim of teacher PD as an
opportunity to ‘build the individual’s capacity whilst simultaneously creating leaders within
the group’. Another group described it as ‘an opportunity to learn more about the supports
and resources available for students with autism’. The literature suggests that schools provide
PD opportunities during school meetings to engage teachers in new learning (Darling-
Hammond & McLaughlin, 2011). The GCE indicated that one group took this approach by
using meetings to learn about the benefits of Augmentative and Alternative
Communication (AAC) for students with autism. The meetings were successful in raising
teachers’ awareness and encouraging them to increase the number of students with preferred
communication modes.

Professional development plays a key role in helping teachers to administer and
record the effects of EBPs with greater reliability and consistency (Hall, 2013). Professional

development in this area was important because groups referred a range of EBPs including:
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Visual Supports, PECS (Pyramid Educational Consultants, 2016), Functional Behaviour
Assessment (FBA) and Social Skill Training (SST). Another key area for PD involved
teacher training about autism and its aetiology. The GCE indicated that 60% of the groups
recommended PD in this area. To teach students with autism, teachers require knowledge
about the types of issues or behaviours commonly experienced by this group of students. The
literature recommends that teachers engage in PD with hands-on support so that they can deal
with problems as they arise (Webster, 2014). This co-planning process also equips them with
the theory and practical skills that assist them to transfer their knowledge across contexts
(Webster, 2014).

The number of teachers lacking basic knowledge about autism is significant because it
demonstrated that six of the 10 schools employed teachers of students with autism who
lacked basic understandings about autism. The research also indicated that teachers lacked
access to written information about autism and details about online training programs, and
local support agencies. General understanding about the nature of autism is critical because
an ability to predict students’ potential needs allows teachers to facilitate environmental
changes and accommodations. In particular, the literature reports that some students may
struggle in the areas of social and emotional understanding, and/or experience sensory
overload based upon the levels of noise and light (Hume et al., 2014). Equipped with this
knowledge, the classroom teacher is more able to situate the student in an environment that
best meets her needs. Additionally, the teacher’s knowledge of autism allows her to set goals,

develop expectations and advise key stakeholders about the students’ benchmarks in learning.

Learning Environments

The literature indicates that many individuals with autism may be intolerant of change

and instead insist on routine and sameness (Lawson, Mathys, & Rees, 2017). As a result, they
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may be overwhelmed by the environment of a secondary school, which is often noisy and
hectic (APA, 2013). The research indicated that most groups made modifications to the
school environment to accommodate for students’ sensory sensitivities. The data revealed
that changes to the environment improved students’ behaviour, increased teachers’
motivation and lifted the achievement levels of the school’s students with autism. For
example, the introduction of break cards and quiet zones enabled students with autism to
escape from areas in which their senses became overwhelmed. Webster (2014) suggests that
action plans enable teachers to ‘more accurately pinpoint a student’s current level of
performance’ (p. 28). Performance levels measured include performance related to academic,
social, communication and behavioural areas. During the GCE teachers used their action
plans to record, organise and reflect on the changes that they made to their school and the
changes experienced by the school’s students with autism.

The literature further supports the notion that students with autism benefit from the
use of visual rather than auditory inputs due to difficulties in comprehending spoken
language (O’Brien et al., 2016). Visual supports are useful for creating an ordered learning
environment, which helps students to manage their need for uniformity and rigid schedules,
in ways that reduce anxiety (Boyd, McDonough, & Bodfish, 2012; Matson & Konst, 2014;
Menear & Smith, 2011). The research reflected the findings in the literature and indicated
that the implementation of visual timetables reduced students’ anxiety about the order of
everyday events. Groups reported that the use of these environmental supports increased the
independence of students with autism. When students with autism used environmental
supports, they displayed increasingly autonomous behaviours that enabled them to move
around the school more independently. In addition, the supports increased their confidence
and feelings of self-satisfaction because they removed the need for students with autism to

rely on the help and guidance of peers or teachers.
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One student used visual supports including colour-coded school maps, task folders
and schedules. The usefulness of colour-coding as a means to help him draw on learnt
experiences is reflected in the literature (Devine, 2014). For example, when a subject or class
is matched in the same colour with its location on a map, the student can more easily transfer
between classes. By improving students’ organisations skills, teachers are able to reduce the
number of cognitive demands required for individual tasks. Research has demonstrated that
individuals with autism prefer sensations when they are able to be predicted and controlled
(Ashburner, Bennett, Rodger, & Ziviani, 2013). Whilst sensory differences vary between
individuals with autism, their prevalence is far greater than those found in their typically
developing peers (Ben-Sasson et al., 2009; Grandin, 2009). To support students’ sensory
processes, teachers need understandings about students’ sensory stressors (Hall, 2013). The
GCE reported that teachers were provided with PD about sensory stressors and regulation
tools. According to Atmodiwirjo (2014), this allows teachers to appropriately tailor learning
to suit the individual student’s sensory needs.

These positive student behavioural outcomes are important because deficits in on task
behaviour can impact greatly on a student’s ability to learn and remain in the mainstream
setting (Ashburner, Ziviani, & Rodger, 2010). Notably, 90% of groups reported making
changes to the learning environment. This is interesting because only 17% of groups
identified the need to make changes to the learning environment as one of their top three
priority areas. The increased implementation of visual supports perhaps demonstrates that
whilst some schools did not initially recognise the need for visual supports as a priority, they
later recognised that visual supports were integral to improving a range of outcomes for
students with autism. Barriers, which are discussed on p. 56, involved the difficulties

experienced in sourcing funds to build and supervise the sensory spaces. Whilst most schools
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were not initially set up to support students with autism, they all reported positive outcomes
for students with autism after increasing their environmental supports.

The implementation of visual supports and sensory spaces in the school was
considered a necessary inclusion because visual supports made ‘information more accessible
to students with autism’. This notion is supported in the literature, which suggests that
students with autism prefer visual processing because it facilitates cognitive understanding
and improves memory abilities (Green & Sandt, 2013). For example, the GCE indicated that
increasing the numbers of visual and learning supports helped to raise students’ levels of
independence, improve on-task behaviour, reduce the likelihood of poor behaviour and
facilitate transitions between classes. The use of visual learning supports also helped to
improve communication in the classroom because they provided teachers and students with a
common language. Future recommendations included creating a common language for visual
supports across the school and the introduction of visual cards to playground bags to improve

the communication between teachers and students in the playground.

Leadership Support

The research yielded a number of other insights into ways that schools can create
more inclusive practices for students with autism. Groups recognised that both students and
teachers benefited when classroom and specialist teachers learnt in co-operation with one
another. For example, 80% of the groups recognised that both generalist and specialist
teachers benefited from team meetings, which allowed them to share strategies and discuss
students’ progress. The literature also recognises the benefits of teachers combining their
knowledge to create a community of learners (Gavalda & Qinyi, 2012; Postholm, 2012;
Robert & Simpson, 2016; Smith & Leonard, 2005; Webster, 2014). For instance, the

collaboration between teachers of students with autism is essential for implementing
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inclusive practices. The research found that groups required greater support at both the
administrative and leadership levels to support the implementation of the program. This was
an important recommendation because over half of the groups experienced scheduling
barriers, which prevented them from organising team meetings.

Leaders play a pivotal role in creating whole school approaches towards inclusion by
supporting teacher PD and students’ awareness of autism (Bissaker et al., 2013; McDougall
et al., 2009). First, leaders support the ongoing pedagogical development of teachers by
organising PD that increases teachers’ knowledge of autism and administering EBPs. This
requires school leaders to organise teachers’ release for PD, book external PD support
agencies and co-ordinate team meetings for both specialist and classroom teachers. Second,
leaders promote whole school approaches by raising peer awareness through the
implementation of programs and whole school activities that recognise the diversity of the
student population. This includes the integration of autism-friendly practices (e.g. quiet
zones, visual supports and alternative play areas) and a recognition that all students’ needs
are equally valued. One group, which reported a lack of leadership due to timetable
constraints stated that the ‘inclusion of specialist teachers in the meetings would have proved
invaluable as they take all classes in the school .

Groups recognised that the active engagement and support of the school’s leaders was
essential for planning whole school approaches. These findings were similar to those reported
by Webster and Wilkinson (2015) who discussed the importance of teacher partnerships and
the active engagement of school leaders. Webster and Wilkinson (2015) found that the
school’s teachers and leaders needed to work collaboratively to achieve improved outcomes
at both the individual and whole school level. Webster and Wilkinson (2015) also highlighted
the need for strong partnerships between the schools’ principals and special education

leaders. The research indicated that this was a necessary factor for creating a student-centred
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focus and bringing the students’ needs to the forefront (Webster & Wilkinson, 2015). Current
literature also suggests that further research about the engagement of the principal is needed
to improve the implementation of programs for students with autism at a whole school level.
This is an important finding in relation to the GCE, because only one group from 10 referred
to their school principal’s active engagement in the GCE.

The literature suggests that the principal’s direct involvement is necessary in building
the capacity of staff to implement quality outcomes for the school’s students with autism
(Webster & Roberts, 2014). Interestingly at most participating GCE schools, the deputy,
rather than the principal, had hands on involvement in the GCE program. Whilst school
principals were sometimes part of the ASD team, they were mostly responsible for signing
off on plans and organising funding applications. Only one school recommended that its
principal needed to provide the school’s classroom or special education teachers with
leadership roles to promote greater levels of ownership. This notion is also supported in the
literature, which addresses the importance of empowering the school’s teachers and leaders
with roles that are not merely operative in nature (Webster & Wilkinson, 2015). When the
school’s teachers and leaders are empowered to build their own leadership skills, they are
more likely to directly influence the process of change at the school level (Webster &
Wilkinson, 2015).

A second insight involved the need to increase teachers’ awareness about autism so
that they could identify and support students’ sensory, behavioural and communication needs
(Leblanc et al., 2009; Marder & deBettencourt, 2015). Despite current debate about the
specialist and generalist nature of teaching students with special needs (Hall, 2015; Lewis &
Norwich, 2005), the research showed that specialist knowledge and pedagogical strategies are
required for teaching students with autism. Without knowledge of autism and its aetiology, it

IS suggested that teachers are unable to identify and implement appropriate practices or
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techniques. The literature also suggests that teachers who lack basic understandings about
autism are more likely to experience stress, which negatively impacts upon their learners
(Robert & Simpson, 2016). Whilst data about teachers’ levels of stress were not collected,
groups recognised that teachers felt concerned about their abilities to meet students’ complex
needs. Groups recommended that schools provide explicit guiding principles and well-
communicated policies that ensure consistent pedagogical approaches across the whole

school (Lindsay, Proulux, Scott, & Thomson, 2014).

Barriers

Within the literature a number of barriers have been identified with regard to the
implementation of teacher PD (Saggers et al., 2015). The Australian Autism Educational
Needs Analysis addressed a number of barriers, which were acknowledged by educators,
specialists and parents (Saggers et al., 2015). For example, barriers included issues
concerning time, funding, suitable training, and workplace and organisational support. These
findings are similar to those identified in the literature. For instance, Webster (2014) found
that leaders supported teachers in more meaningful and practical ways when they referred to
teachers’ action plans and engaged in teacher PD programs themselves. Ensuring the support
of school administration and leadership was considered essential for the success of the GCE
program because it allowed leaders to schedule PD, organise team meetings and provide
teachers with the necessary release time needed to organise instruction, plan funding
applications and work with one another. Barriers in these areas occurred on occasions when
school leaders, including school principals, failed to provide adequate support due to their
passive engagement in the program.

Teaming and working collaboratively is especially important because students with

autism are often taught by multiple teachers (Graham & Spandagou, 2011; Hall, 2015;
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Postholm, 2012). Team meetings are essential because they provide specialty staff and
classroom teachers with opportunities to share information about their sessions with students.
Barriers in this area occurred as a result of timetabling issues, which included problems that
arose due to teachers’ crowded schedules. Without formal meeting times, teachers from one
group found themselves too busy with their own workloads to share information with other
teachers by either email or telephone. In addition, groups reported that the varying schedules
of speciality staff and learning assistants prohibited them from organising a suitable meeting
time. The research indicated that barriers to teaming and teacher PD occurred on occasions
when leaders failed to successfully address administrative outcomes. The literature
recognises that leaders play an important role in the provision of system-level support that
promotes a whole school culture (McDougall et al., 2009).

In particular leaders play an essential role in co-ordinating sessions with external PD
agencies and organising meetings between the school’s classroom and specialist teachers
(McDougall et al., 2009). One group from the GCE program, reported issues concerning the
passive engagement of its school’s leaders. Whilst its leaders were supportive, they had failed
to become directly involved in the logistics. The role of school leaders is highlighted in the
literature, which recognises the need for the school principal to be actively engaged to bring
about systematic change at the whole school level (Webster & Wilkinson, 2015). Other
barriers occurred when staff became too focused on other priorities because it was drawing
towards the end of the school year. Despite their obstacles, all groups recognised the benefits
of teaming. One group suggested that that team meetings supported ‘the development of
shared responsibility and an understanding of the individual’s goals’. Another group stated

that teaming and joint PD allowed teachers to ‘develop a common vision for the future’.
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Limitations and Contributions

There are a number of limitations, which need to be considered when interpreting
findings from the research. Firstly, the research depended upon a convenience sample, which
limits the ability to generalise findings across the broader school population. Teachers’ action
plans represented a group of 22 (10 schools) participating in the first cohort (2016) of the
GCE (SE) program and may not represent the findings of all teachers who undertook the
course. Second, the research made no attempt to assess the experience levels of participating
teachers. For example, teachers and leaders were required only to have had prior experience
educating students with autism. Third, the researcher needed to be aware of the teachers’
subjectivity and the varying degrees of ability, which they used to document events in their
school context. For example, each teacher brought her own assumptions and biases to the task
and this resulted in varying levels of objectivity, consistency and accuracy. To offset
limitations and reduce bias, the researcher analysed documents from multiple groups of
teachers, across 10 different school sites (Bryman, 2012; Punch & Oancea, 2014).

This approach allowed the researcher to produce a degree of generalisability, as well
as establish confirmability by examining the ways that different schools created autism-
friendly environments. Fourth, the researcher needed to be aware of her own bias and
experience, which influences the analysis done during the interpretative phase (Johnson &
Onwuegbuzie, 2004). For example, the researcher identified key themes in the literature
review, such as the importance of teacher PD and whole school approaches towards
inclusivity for students with autism. Due to the researcher’s prior interest in these areas, the
categories may have received a greater focus during the interpretative data phase. Finally, the
researcher recorded the data using Nvivo software, which reduced the likelihood of manual
errors and increased the consistency and accuracy with which the data was recorded (Punch

& Oancea, 2014; QSR International Pty Ltd, 2016). The research contributes to a gap in the
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literature about PD for secondary teachers of students with autism. Nine of the 10 schools,
participating in the GCE, enrolled secondary school students. This offered the researcher an
opportunity to analyse data about teachers of secondary students and ways to improve the

quality of learning for secondary students with autism.

Summary

In this chapter, the findings of the research were discussed in relation to the literature.
Key themes were addressed including: data collection, PD, learning environments, whole
school awareness and barriers. Within these themes a number of sub-themes emerged which
included the need for schools to train teachers in using EBPs and visual supports to meet
students’ unique needs. Groups reported that their schools lacked clear systems and processes
for data collection and reporting. This was considered important because good data allows
teachers and students to fill learning gaps, and set learning goals. In particular, teachers
required PD in planning IEPs and setting learning objectives. The schools delivered PD with
the help of special education teachers, consultants and support agencies. Most schools chose
site-based PD, which provided them with opportunities to train in authentic contexts to
manage the everyday needs of the school’s students with autism.

The literature suggests that site-based PD offers teachers opportunities to embed their
understandings in everyday learning contexts under the guidance of mentor teachers. It also
provides opportunities for situational feedback and performance evaluation, which helps
teachers to make connections between theory and practice so that they can administer
treatments across a range of settings. Due to barriers, many schools were unable to book their
agency of choice and this caused unnecessary delays to the implementation of their action
plans. Another key theme included making changes to the learning environment, which

included increasing the number of environmental supports.
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Schools raised whole school awareness through both internal and external programs.
The research indicated that peer mediated intervention and alternative play areas offered
students opportunities to develop friendships in spaces that were tailored to meet their
sensory needs and interests. When applied appropriately, the environmental interventions and
EBPs were found to empower the schools’ students with autism and benefit all students with
opportunities that encouraged socialisation. Finally, the chapter included a description of the

limitations and contributions, which need to be considered when interpreting the research.
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CHAPTER SIX
IMPLICATIONS

The purpose of this research was to analyse secondary data generated from phase 2 of
the APLP (Bissaker et al., 2013). This was achieved by examining teachers’ action plans and
outcomes to assess whether the quality of school-based programs improved for students with
autism at participating schools, whereby teachers and leaders participated in the PD program.
The first practical implication of the research is the provision of empirical data that examines
whether the specific GCE model, described in the research, might contribute to creating
improved quality in the whole-school programming for students with autism at participating
schools (Hall, 2013; Pas et al., 2016). Teachers participating in the PD program identified key
areas for school improvement, including IEP development and data collection, teacher PD,
learning environments, and whole school awareness and social supports. The data also
revealed that participating teachers lacked confidence in their ability to provide quality
learning outcomes for students with autism in these areas, prior to commencing the GCE. The
findings supported the literature, which revealed that classroom teachers required additional
instruction to support the behavioural, academic, social and communication needs of students
with autism (Holdheide & Reschly, 2008; Morrier et al, 2011; Odom et al., 2013).

A second implication of the research indicated that the GCE in combination with
onsite PD provided teachers with opportunities to acquire the necessary knowledge and skills
to provide quality learning for students with autism. The literature suggests that on-site PD
offers teachers opportunities to engage with mentors and coaches in a community of learners
(Odom et al., 2013; Maddox & Marvin, 2012; Smit & Humpert, 2012; Webster, 2014). On-
site PD also encourages teachers to collaborate with colleagues in their everyday setting to
develop the necessary tools to manage students’ needs (Fixsen et al., 2005; Foreman, Arthur-

Kelly, & Pascoe, 2007; Postholm, 2012). On-site PD is particularly important because IEP
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development and data collection are not taught comprehensively in pre-service teaching
courses (Soto-Chodiman et al., 2012). This results in many teachers learning ‘on the job’ or
using trial and error to navigate the requirements of managing students’ needs (Hall, 2013).
The research further indicated that on-site PD opportunities need to be planned well in
advance to ensure the school’s success in engaging their preferred facilitator. The issue of
timing was also critical for the development of teachers’ action plans because groups
preferred to implement their plans at the beginning of the school year as opposed to mid-year.
A third implication involves recognition of the important role played by teachers and
leaders in developing a whole school approach towards more inclusive practices for students
with autism (Bissaker et al., 2013; Humphrey, 2008; Marshall & Goodall, 2015; Webster,
2014). Again, the findings supported the literature, revealing that school leaders played a
pivotal role in planning and scheduling, and motivating teachers to acquire new pedagogical
knowledge (Bays & Crockett, 2007; Desimone, 2009; Postholm, 2012). In particular, the
active engagement of the school’s principal and leaders was considered an essential factor in
achieving increased levels of teacher support and release time (McDougall, Servais, Meyer,
Case, & Dannenhold, 2009). The findings also indicated the usefulness of implementing
whole school inclusive practices, which benefited both the students with autism and their
peers. For example, groups made changes that included increasing peer awareness about
autism, improving playground options to promote social inclusion and providing adjustments
and accommodations to improve the independence of individual students in both the
classroom and playground. Whilst the data about the effects of the PD program on the
progress of individual students was limited, the findings were unanimously positive.
Although some schools experienced barriers during the implementation of their action plans,

they recognised the benefits of making changes to the learning environment.
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Overall, the research indicated that schools did not have the required programs in
place to support the needs of students with autism prior to their engagement in the GCE. The
research found that teachers required additional training in theory and practice so that they
could meet the needs of the school’s students with autism across a range of areas. Due to
rapidly increasing numbers of students with autism entering mainstream schools, this focus
on teacher preparedness is both timely and important (Morrier et al, 2011; Odom et al.,
2013). Future research might address the types of PD which teachers find most suitable for
sustainable learning and ways to increase the active engagement of school principals in
programs such as the GCE. The research also recognises that ongoing PD is critical for all
classroom teachers of students with autism. Ongoing PD is important because of factors such
as staff turnover, gaps in teachers’ knowledge and the need for teachers to be updated about
the latest research on EBPs. Future research about teachers’ long-term experiences with on-
site mentoring will offer further insight into the most effective practices used during onsite

PD programs for teachers of students with autism.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
CONCLUSION

The study aimed to inform both practice and policy so that teachers are better
prepared and efficacious when teaching students with autism. Due to increasing numbers of
students with autism attending mainstream schools, there has been growing pressure on
classroom teachers to support the unique needs of this group of learners. Consistent with
previous research, teachers in the study did not feel confident in their abilities to deliver
quality learning to students with autism. As a result, they required additional training in key
areas including data collection, setting students’ IEP objectives and the provision of
educational supports. In order to develop teachers’ knowledge and abilities, teachers
participated in the GCE and on-site PD. The research showed that even small amounts of PD
impacted positively upon the learning outcomes and engagement of the schools’ students
with autism. The research also demonstrated that the GCE encouraged the implementation of
practices and supports that promoted greater awareness of autism and inclusivity at the whole
school level. Overall, groups reported success improving teachers’ knowledge of autism in

ways that encouraged significant changes to school programs to benefit students with autism.
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Appendix A: Teacher Information Sheet

INFORMATION SHEET
(for Participants Assignments)

Title: Autism Professional Learning Project Phase 2: Evaluation of School-based Outcomes

Researchers:

Dr Julie McMillan

School of Education

Faculty of Education, Humanities & Law
Flinders University

Email: Julie.mcmillan@flinders.edu.au
Ph: (08) 8201 5748

Associate Professor Kerry Bissaker
School of Education

Faculty of Education, Humanities & Law
Flinders University

Email: Kerry.bissaker@flinders.edu.au
Ph: (08) 8201 5376

Dr Neil Tippett

School of Education

Faculty of Education, Humanities & Law
Flinders University

Email: Neil.tippett@flinders.edu.au

Description of the study:

This study is part of a program evaluation entitled ‘ Autism Professional Learning Project: Phase 2°. This project will
evaluate a professional learning program which specialises in Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD). The project is support
by Flinders University School of Education.

Purpose of the study:
The aim of this project is to evaluate school-based outcomes of the Graduate Certificate in Education (Special
Education). The project has a number of key aims:

e Towhat extent do program participants use evidence-based practice to support and teach students with autism
during and following their professional learning?

e To investigate whether the quality of school-based programs has improved for students with autism at
participating schools (whereby leaders and teachers are participants of the PL program).

e To investigate outcomes for individual students with autism at a sample of participating schools (whereby
leaders and teachers are participants of the PL program).

What will | be asked to do?

You are invited to participate in this project by submitting your student projects to the research team, who will use
content analysis to identify evidence which can be used to answer the aims of the research. Additionally, some
information may also be used as examples to support key research findings. All documents you provide will be
confidential, and any identifiable information, including your name and student number, will be removed by your course
tutors prior to being given to the research team. Your participation in this stage of the research is entirely voluntary, and
you have the right to withdraw your permission for the research team to use this information at any time.

What benefit will I gain from being involved in this study?

The sharing of your experiences will assist in the improvement of the planning and delivery of the Graduate Certificate
in Education (Special Education). We are very keen to deliver a program that benefits teachers, their students, and the
school community in general.

Will I be identifiable by being involved in this study?

No. All identifying information is removed from the data collected before it is entered into a database, analysed or
published. Publications will only report anonymous aggregated data, not school or individual data, and this will not
happen without your full and informed consent. All data collected and coded will be entered into password-protected
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files on the University Network, only accessible by the Flinders University research staff named above. All hard copies
of the data will be kept in locked filing cabinets in the researcher’s office for at least 5 years.

Are there any risks or discomforts associated with the research?

As you will be required to provide some identifiable information, your participation will not be anonymous, however, all
information will be treated confidentially by the research team, and all identifying information will be removed and
excluded from any published material. All data collected and coded will be entered into password-protected files on the
University Network, only accessible by Flinders University research staff. The research team anticipates few other risks
from your involvement in this study; however, if you have any concerns regarding anticipated or actual risks or
discomforts, please raise them with the researcher.

How do I agree to participate?

Participation in this study is completely voluntary. If for any reason you choose to withdraw your consent, you may do
so at any time without penalty or need to explain, and any information obtained from you will be destroyed. To do so,
please notify a member of the research team. A consent form accompanies this information sheet. If you agree to
participate, please read and sign the form and send it back to me at Julie. mcmillan@flinders.edu.au.

How will I receive feedback?
Information collected from this research will be analysed and presented as aggregate data in a report that will be
provided to the Minister for Education and Child Development.

Questions / further information
You are welcome to ask questions about the research and raise any concerns you have before agreeing to participate.
These questions can be directed to the project leader, Dr Julie McMillan.

Thank you for taking the time to read this information sheet and we hope that you will accept our invitation to be
involved.

This research project has been approved by the Flinders University Social and Behavioural Research Ethics
Committee (Project number XXXX). For more information regarding ethical approval of the project the
Executive Officer of the Committee can be contacted by telephone on 8201 3116, by fax on 8201 2035 or by
email human.researchethics@flinders.edu.au
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Appendix B: Teacher Consent Form for Observation

CONSENT FORM FOR OBSERVATION OF PROFESSIONAL ACTIVITY

Autism Professional Learning Project Phase 2: Evaluation of School-based Outcomes

| hereby give my consent to Dr Julie McMiillan, a researcher in the Faculty of Education, Humanities and Law at Flinders
University, whose signature appears below, to record my work activities as part of a study of my professional activities

and role.

I give permission for the use of these data, and other information which | have agreed may be obtained or requested, in
the writing up of the study, subject to the following conditions:

1) 1 understand that my involvement in this research includes observation of my professional work in the
classroom and that any data gathered as a result of my participation will be de-identified.
2) I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction;
3) I understand the risks involved,;
4) 1 understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this research;
5) I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary and the information will not in any way impact
on my teaching position or my relationship with the student(s) in my class or his/her parents;
6) | understand that if I have any additional questions | can contact the research team;
7) lunderstand that | am free to withdraw at any time, without explanation or penalty and that does not prevent me
from continuing to attend the PD workshop series or related activities;
8) While the information gained in this study will be published as explained, I will not be identified, and individual
information will remain confidential.
9) | agree to participate in the project.
SIGNATURES
Participant......ccccooveiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinne. Date...coeeiniiniiiiiiiiiiinnnen
Researcher......ccoocvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiienennnes Date...ccviviniiiiiiiiiiiiiniiinnnns
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Appendix C: Parent Consent Form for Interviews

CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH (by interview)

Autism Professional Learning Project Phase 2: Evaluation of School-based Outcomes

) USSP
being over the age of 18 years hereby consent to participate as requested in the information sheet for the research project

on autism and professional learning.
1. | have read the information provided.
2. Details of procedures and any risks have been explained to my satisfaction.

I understand that my involvement in this research will include an interview regarding the support my child with
ASD receives at school, at the beginning of the research study and at a ten-month follow-up period after the
completion of the professional learning program.

I understand and consent to my child’s Individual Learning Plan and Goal Attainment Scales being reviewed.
5. I agree to audio recording of my information and participation.
6. I am aware that | should retain a copy of the Information Sheet and Consent Form for future reference.

7. I understand that:
e | may not directly benefit from taking part in this research.
e | am free to withdraw from the project at any time and am free to decline to answer particular questions.

e While the information gained in this study will be published as explained, I will not be identified, and
individual information will remain confidential.

e Whether I participate or not, or withdraw after participating, will have no effect on any treatment or service
that is being provided to me.

e | may ask that the recording be stopped at any time, and that | may withdraw at any time from the session
or the research without disadvantage.

8. I have had the opportunity to discuss taking part in this research with a family member or friend.
9. | agree to participate in the project.
Participant’s signature.........ccoeeeiuiiniiieiiniiicierinnns Date.ccooveriiniiniiinnnnnn

I certify that | have explained the study to the volunteer and consider that she/he understands what is involved and freely
consents to participation.

ReSearcher’s NAME....c.ccvuiiieiiniiiiieiiniiiieietiersinisnrsssssnssnscssssnssssssmsnsossassnss
Researcher’s signature.........ccoeevveiiiiieiiniinecinnannne Date....cooeevneenrinnnnnnnn.

NB: Two signed copies should be obtained. The copy retained by the researcher may then be used for authorisation of
Items 8 and 9, as appropriate.
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Appendix D: Key Terms and Definitions

Autism

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) are described in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders (5th Ed.) [DSM-5] as complex developmental disorders, which include
difficulties in social communication, as well as restricted or repetitive behaviours and

interests (APA, 2013).

Evidence-based Practice
Evidence-based practice refers to an approach, which draws on scientifically based research

that is current and high quality, and integrated with both the client’s preferences and

practitioner’s expert skill and knowledge (Hall, 2013; Mesibov & Shea, 2010).

Prevalence
Prevalence data indicates that there are approximately 6 per 1000 people in Australia with
autism (AABASD, 2010). Approximately 11 in 1000 of these people are children, who are

aged between 6 and 12 years (MAC: SWD, 2010).

Professional Development

The project describes PD as learning, which increases teachers’ knowledge using ongoing
site-based learning and support, that is consistent with the goals discussed for the education
of children with autism in the ‘Ministerial Advisory Committee: Students with Disabilities’

2010 Report’ (Bevan-Brown et al., 2012; MAC: SWD, 2010).
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Whole School Approach

The project positions teachers” PD within the broader school context and argues for whole
school inclusive practices that support the needs of students with autism. A whole school
approach towards PD requires the support of school leaders, as well as teachers, in
accommodating special requirements for children with autism, with a focus on increasing

awareness of autism (Bissaker et al., 2013).
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