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Editorial comment

Many autistic children in Ireland and elsewhere attend schools where staff working with
them may have limited access to information on autism and the adjustments that might
help aid their learning and success. The national charity for autism (AslAm) therefore devel-
oped an Autism Friendly Schools Initiative to provide information, professional development
and a toolkit designed to evaluate and enhance practice within mainstream schools and
special provision. The authors were funded by AslAm to evaluate the value and impact of
this initiative. It has now been used in over 100 schools over a three year period and there
is a requirement that at least two staff members from each school take part.

A survey was designed to gain the views of the participants which included Likert scales
and short open-ended questions on different aspects of the ASFI. A total of 31 participants
(65 per cent) from year one completed the survey and their responses are presented in
the paper. Participants particularly valued hearing directly from autistic people and made
increased efforts to seek the voice of the autistic students they worked with. About half the
participants valued the toolkit as a way of auditing whole school practice. Others did not
comment and it may be that they had not found the time to engage sufficiently with this. The
key message within the paper is that teaching staff are keen to learn more about autism and
that ways need to be found to spread good practice throughout the whole school.
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Introduction

AslAm, Ireland’s National Autism Charity, provides a
range of services for members of the autism community;
educational support for autistic people and their families,
training opportunities for education professionals and
service providers, advocacy and public awareness cam-
paigns, alongside ongoing partnership with towns and

communities in developing autism friendly public spaces
and community settings (AslAm, 2021). Their range of
training opportunities focus on equipping educators,
health professionals, business owners and community
members with knowledge of autism and an awareness
of how best to support autistic individuals (AslAm, 2021).
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The Autism Friendly Schools Initiative (AFSI), developed by
AslAm, is a nation-wide professional learning programme
which supports schools in their provision of inclusive
education for autistic learners. The AFSI aims to enhance
teacher capacity to support autistic learners in mainstream
and inclusive settings, to support teachers in establishing
collaborative practices in inclusive education, and to
provide schools with a strategic means of evaluating
their provision of inclusive education for autistic learners.
Within the Irish context, recommendations spanning the
last two decades highlight the ongoing need for high
quality, autism specific professional learning opportunities
for teachers (Daly, Ring et al.,, 2016; DES, 2011; DES
Inspectorate, 2006), to enhance school-wide, inclusive
education practices and embed such practices within the
school culture (Banks, McCoy et al., 2016).

The Department of Education Inspectorate (2020) high-
lighted the need to implement teaching and learning
practices which effectively meet the needs of autistic
learners. The AFSI was developed to meet the ongoing
need in this area. It aims to enhance autism awareness and
understanding among participating schools, and to support
schools in identifying meaningful and necessary changes
in the delivery of inclusive education for autistic learners. At
the time of writing, AFSI has been implemented in over
100 schools across three years. It is a multi-year initiative,
with participating schools having the option to complete
between one and three years of the initiative. Notably, all
participating schools are required to nominate two staff
members for AFSI, with a recommendation that one of the
participants be a member of the school leadership team.

Inclusive education for autistic students
in Ireland

In Ireland, the Department of Education promotes an inclu-
sive approach to education, where all students are educated
within an inclusive whole school framework which supports
effective teaching and learning for all students (Government
of Ireland (GOI), 2022). The Education for Persons with
Special Education Needs (EPSEN) Act (2004) states that
students with additional learning needs should be educated
in an inclusive environment, with this inclusive educational
provision existing along a continuum. Within this continuum
of provision, students may be educated in mainstream
primary or post-primary settings, while accessing additional

supports; a special class for students who experience
difficulty with accessing the curriculum in the mainstream
setting; or a special school which caters to the needs of
students with more complex special educational needs.

Overview of Autism Friendly Schools
Initiative (AFSI)

The AFSI is informed by the Middletown Framework for
Inclusion (National Council for Special Education (NCSE),
2016). This framework for best practice of educational
provision for autistic learners, embedded within the AFSI,
focuses on the following themes:

teaching and learning;
inclusive school culture;
leadership and management; and

staff professional development.

The AFSI comprises two main components; participation
in live professional learning sessions and engagement with
an online self-evaluation Autism Friendly Schools Toolkit.
Professional learning sessions include presentations
on current theory and literature on the topic of autism
education, presentations from experts in the field of
autism education, and presentations from autistic
young people. To support the development of commu-
nities of practice, these sessions also involve facilitation
of dialogue among participants. The online Toolkit was
developed in collaboration with multiple agencies and
organisations and consists of a self-evaluation survey of
55 questions, intended to facilitate reflection and dialogue
within schools regarding current strengths and challenges
in the provision of inclusive education for autistic learners.
The reflective process aligns with and complements the
School Self-Evaluation process (Department of Education
and Skills Inspectorate, 2016) and integrates key bench-
marks for effective and highly effective practice espoused in
the Looking At Our Schools Framework (DES Inspectorate
2016; Department of Education Inspectorate, 2022) as
it relates to inclusive education for autistic students. The
Looking At Our Schools (LAOS) Framework and School
Self-Evaluation process (DES Inspectorate, 2016a; 2016b;
2022a; 2022b) provide primary and post-primary schools
with a systematic approach to self-evaluating teaching,
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learning, leadership, and management practices. A key
goal of the LAOS framework is to enable teachers to
identify current strengths and needs, and to create a
focus for capacity building and subsequent engagement
in professional learning.

A desired component of engagement with the AFSI is
the allocation within each school of sufficient time to gain
perspectives of staff, learners and parents when engaging
with the Toolkit. It is organised into four themes, corre-
sponding with the Middletown Framework for Inclusion;
Teaching and Learning, Inclusive School Culture, School
Management and Staff Development. Each theme
includes performance indicators by which participants are
encouraged to reflect on and identify their current practice
as ‘enhanced’, ‘established’, ‘developed’, ‘developing’,
or ‘not appropriate’. The online Toolkit is responsive, in
that it suggests potential evidence-based, action items
based on progress relating to the performance indicator.
These action items support participants in reflecting on
and discussing potential next steps towards improving
practice. Table 1 illustrates these components under the
‘Teaching and Learning’ theme of the Toolkit.

The development and implementation of the AFSl is reflective
of the ‘Saturation Model’ of inclusive education for autistic
learners developed by Morewood, Humphrey and Symes
(2011). This model proposes that inclusion is best attained
when inclusive values and practices are embedded within
and across all aspects of school life, wherein all members of

Table 1:

the school community demonstrate autism understanding
and awareness. A core feature of the Saturation Model is the
‘agent of change’, a central figure within the school who can
impact upon beliefs and values across the school community
and encourage autism awareness across the school. Within
the AFSI, the two participants from each school share the
role of change agent within their school community. Other
core features of the Saturation Model embodied by the AFSI
include creating a positive and autism-friendly ethos within
the school, ensuring appropriate training and professional
development opportunities for staff, and providing direct
support and intervention for learners.

Programme content
Participants in AFSI attend live professional learning
sessions which incorporate three strands; Voices from
the Community; Engagement with the Toolkit; and
Resources and Strategies.

Voices from the community

Within this strand, autistic young people share their per-
spectives on a range of key considerations for educators,
such as the importance of parental partnership and
consultation with the autistic community, suggestions for
how best to create a school culture which is inclusive of
the autistic community, barriers and supports to inclusive
education which are experienced by autistic students
currently, alongside an emphasis on the impact of peer
acceptance and non-acceptance on the educational
experience of autistic students.

AFSI Toolkit section on Teaching and Learning for older learners

Teaching and Learning

Performance Indicator

Our school has a strength-based attitude
towards personal development as well as
academic performance. Individual interests
and personal career pathways are explored
and encouraged when creating a development
plan. An emphasis on the development of
wellbeing, sexual health and the development
of practical life skills are key priorities.

Progress

Not yet developed

Action item

Early opportunities to explore and
encourage vocational preparation
through life skills work and possible
visits to different work environments

as part of their life skills work. Finding
opportunities to make connections with
autistic adults in the working world.
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Resources and strategies

This strand introduces participants to key conversations in
the field of autism education, including an introduction to
the core features of autism and how such features may
manifest within the school environment, an overview of
appropriate language and terminology, and an introduction
to the neurodiversity movement. Participants are also
introduced to key resources to support their own learning
and the learning of their colleagues.

Engagement with the Toolkit

This strand focuses on equipping participants with the
knowledge and skills to effectively engage with the Toolkit
within their school setting, and to share their learning within
their Communities of Practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991).
As a theoretical and practical framework, a Community of
Practice emphasises the importance of democratic and
shared approaches to professional learning and collabora-
tive professionalism (Hargreaves and O’Connor, 2018) and,
by default, school improvement. Participants are intro-
duced to core texts, such as the Middletown Framework
for Inclusion (NCSE, 2016) and the Looking at our Schools
Framework (DES, Inspectorate 2016). Across all sessions,
time is devoted to group discussion, where participants
are encouraged to share practices and resources and to
reflect on their engagement with the Toolkit. This practice
is embedded across presentations in order to facilitate the
growth of Communities of Practice for all participants.

In addition to these sessions, participants are encouraged
to engage with the Toolkit on an ongoing basis throughout
the year. Participants are presented with strategies and sug-
gestions for engaging with the Toolkit, with a specific focus
on how engagement with the Toolkit could serve to facilitate
discussion and dialogue within the school community
regarding current practices. These complementary features
of the AFSI have been designed to build participant capacity
to reflect on both conceptual and practical interpretations
of inclusive education for autistic students, identify current
strengths and challenges of existing inclusive educational
practices within their school, and to establish an action plan
to address these challenges.

Exploring the impact of the AFSI
A survey was developed to explore ways in which engage-
ment with the AFSI has shaped participant understanding

and awareness of autism, their attitudes towards inclusive
education, and efforts towards building a more inclusive
school culture. Development of survey items was informed
by relevant literature and policy, the Middletown Framework
for Inclusion and the objectives of the AFSI. In addition
to demographic questions, survey items focused on
four themes: Goals and Motivations, Awareness Raising,
Engagement with the Toolkit, and Models of Professional
Learning. Survey items across the four strands included
Likert-scale questions and open-ended short answer
questions. All Likert scale items were scored along a five-
point scale, with response options being ‘strongly agree’,
agree’, ‘neutral’, ‘disagree’, and ‘strongly disagree’.
Frequency distributions were calculated for demographic
and Likert scale questions. Distributions for Likert scale
items also indicate the percentage of respondents who
endorsed ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘neutral’, ‘disagree’ or
strongly disagree’ for each item.

¢

‘

Survey participants

The survey was administered online, following the final, live
professional learning session of the AFSI. More than half, 55
per cent (n=31), of all participants in year one of the AFSI
completed the survey. Demographic characteristics, includ-
ing professional roles, school setting and Delivering Equality
of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) designation, school size,
and autism special class allocation, were collected for all
participants. Data are displayed in Tables 2 and 3.

Strand one: participant goals and
motivations

Participants answered short, open-ended questions regard-
ing their goals and motivations for participating in the AFSI
Initiative. Participants expressed the desire to promote inclu-
sion, develop more supportive school environments, and
increase awareness of autism among school staff.

“I want to make our schools safe and supportive
of students with autism and to bring more
awareness to staff and students.”

(Mainstream Post-primary Teacher).

“We have autistic children in mainstream classes
but | feel they are seen almost as the responsibility
of the SNA/SET and we need to do better to
support all these students.” (Primary Principal).

GAPR24,1, 2023
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Participants identified goals of enhancing teaching skills
and building capacity across the school to best support
autistic learners.

“... build a more welcoming environment for
students, develop skills across the staff, and give
staff the confidence to work in an autism friendly
environment.” (Special Needs Assistant, primary).

“...aim to get tools to embed autism class
Strategies and methodologies into mainstream
practice.” (Special Class Teacher, primary).

The desire to promote inclusive practices was a common
goal for participants, with a clear motivation to share their
learning with colleagues and to build capacity across all
members of the school team.

Table 2: Professional roles for all respondents

Strand two: awareness raising

Participants answered both Likert-scale and short
open-ended questions to assess the impact of the AFSI
on awareness levels. Questions focused on changes in
understanding of inclusive education, changes to teach-
ing practice, enhanced reflections on teaching practices,
shared learning with school community, and implemen-
tation of learning during school closures. Data from
Likert-scale items reveal that the majority of respondents
agreed or strongly agreed that participation in the AFSI
had increased their awareness of autism and inclusive
education, across each area. Responses for individual
items are displayed in Figure 1.

Primary Post-primary

Role n % of all n % of all
participants participants
Total participants 31 57% 23 43%
Mainstream Teachers 12 22% 4 7%
Special Education 5 9% 2 4%
Teacher (SET)
SENCO 1 2% 2 4%
Special Class Teacher 3 9% 3 6%
Deputy Principal 1 2%
Principal 1 2% - -
SNA 3 6% 2 4%
Multiple roles (e.g. 2 4% 9 17%
SET and SENCO,
mainstream Teacher
and Principal)

48

GAP, 24,1, 2023




Exploring the impact of an Autism Friendly Schools Initiative on staff understanding and practice

In their response to short-answer questions, participants
demonstrated an increased awareness of the necessity of
adopting a school-wide approach to inclusive education,
as reflected by a SENCO in a primary school setting.

“I was aware of what was necessary but in terms of a
whole school approach | feel I've learned much more.
It should not be optional for teachers to be inclusive.”

Table 3: School profiles

School designation n %
DEIS* 10 12
Non-DEIS 42 78
School size n %
<300 students 20 37%
301 - 600 students 21 39%
601 - 900 students 9 17%
901 - 1200 students 3 7%
ASD special class allocation n %
No ASD special class 18 33%
Planning to open ASD special 10 19%
class soon

1 ASD special class 11 20%
2 ASD special classes 5 9%
3 or more ASD special classes 10 19%

*DEIS

This denotes a school viewed as disadvantaged in terms of
the socio-economic background of the pupils which has a
programme designed to address this.

Participants also expressed an enhanced understanding
of the importance of listening to the autistic student voice.

“I ask more questions of the children e.g. What would
make it easier? Do the smells, sounds, etc. bother
you? It allows the children to voice their feelings in a
safe way — that they now know the teacher is more
aware.” (Mainstream Teacher, primary)

Further, engagement with the AFSI supported participants
in adopting a strengths based approach to supporting
autistic students.

“It has enabled me to have a deeper understanding
and see things from the child’s perspective, and
that | need to recognise their own way of learning.”
(Mainstream Teacher, primary)

“We have jointly presented what we have learned
here at staff meetings. The goal would be to make
AFSI a regular part of staff meetings going forward.”
(Special Needs Assistant, primary)

Such responses indicate that the AFSI encourages teach-
ers to reflect on their practice, with much of this reflection
happening in a collective and collaborative manner. Such
awareness raising and reflection supports schools in
identifying existing good practices and practitioners
within schools, while simultaneously identifying shared
visions for further development.

Strand three: engagement with the Toolkit

Participants answered both Likert-scale and short, open-
ended questions to assess their engagement with the AFSI
Toolkit. Likert-scale questions focused on the degree to which
engagement with the Toolkit supported participant practice
across the four domains of the Middletown Framework:
teaching and learning, creating and promoting an inclusive
school culture, leadership and management, and staff
development. Findings indicate that over half of respondents
agreed or strongly agreed that engagement with the Toolkit
enhanced or supported their practices across each of the
above domains. However, for each item, approximately 40
per cent of respondents provided a response of ‘neutral’
across domains, indicating that engagement with the Toolkit
was not as impactful for these respondents. Individual item
responses are displayed in Figure 2.

GAPR24,1, 2023
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Open-ended questions required participants to report on education for autistic students.

the utility and applicability of the Toolkit, challenges to

adopting the Toolkit, and the impact of remote learning “The questionnaire really helped us focus in our

on engagement with the Toolkit. Participants highlighted committee meeting on what good practices we
how engagement with the Toolkit had supported schools already had within our school and what needed
in identifying strengths and needs relating to inclusive developing.” (Mainstream Teacher, primary).

Figure 1: Likert-scale item responses for strand two: awareness raising

AWARENESS RAISING

. Strongly Agree . Agree . Neutral . Disagree Strongly Disagree
| have shared AFSI learning with 35 37 15 o I
school team
Participation in AFSI enhanced reflection o5 56 10 9

on my teaching practice

| have made changes to teaching

. . 7 50
pracatice following AFSI

-
N
~
N

My understanding of inclusive education n
has changed following AFSI 20 42 &0 o

Translated learning from AFSI into practice
during school closures

Figure 2: Likert-scale item responses for Strand Three: Engagement with the Toolkit
ENGAGEMENT WITH TOOLKIT

. Strongly Agree . Agree . Neutral . Disagree Strongly Disagree

Engagemfent with toolkit enhanced 20 39 39 >
practices of staff development

Engagement with toolkit suppotred
contributions to leadership and management

Engagement with toolkit promoted
inclusive school culture

g
—_
—_

8 4 4

Engagement with toolkit enhanced
teaching and learning for autistic students
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Figure 3:

Likert-scale item responses for strand four: models of professional learning

MODELS OF PROFESSIONAL LEARNING

. Agree

. Strongly Agree

AFSI presentations enhanced my
understanding of autistic students

AFSI supported development of
community of practice within own school

AFSI supported development of
community of practice with other school

Applied learning from AFS to

. 26
students with other needs

AFSI supports efforts to improve
practice in my school

However, some participants noted some challenges with
engaging with school management when suggesting
potential changes to existing practice.

“Leadership and management — it can be
difficult to approach a senior member with
ideas to change certain policy statements.”
(Mainstream Teacher, primary).

Further challenges with engaging with the Toolkit arose
from pandemic-related school closures, wherein teachers
adjusted to providing online education.

“The Toolkit took a backseat as remote learning
and contact with students was the priority.”
(Mainstream Teacher, post-primary).

These results show a recognition of the potential impact
of the Toolkit in enhancing school-wide reflective prac-
tices, despite being hampered by school closures and
subsequent challenges such as increased workload and
interruptions to typical contact with colleagues.

. Neutral

33

Disagree Strongly Disagree
42 50 4
39 35 2
46 13
50 20 2
56 11

Strand four: models of professional
learning

Questions focused on changes in understanding the
strengths and needs of autistic learners, development
of a community of practice both within participants’ own
schools and with other schools, application of learning
from AFSI to learners with other learning needs, and the
degree to which this type of professional learning sup-
ports participants efforts to improve their practices.

Data from Likert-scale items reveal an overwhelming
endorsement of the impact of the AFSI presentations on
participant understanding of the strengths and needs of
autistic learners. Over half (57 per cent) of the participants
reported that engagement with the AFSI supported their
efforts to develop a community of practice within their own
school, although by contrast over 80 per cent of partici-
pants indicated that participation did not support them in
establishing a community of practice with other schools.
Encouragingly, 76 per cent of participants reported that
they have applied their learning from the AFSI to support
learners with other additional learning needs, demonstrat-
ing transferability of learning from the AFSI. When asked
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whether this model of professional learning supported
participant efforts to improve practice within their school,
89 per cent of participants agreed or strongly agreed.
Responses for individual items are displayed in Figure 3.

For each of the above topics, participants were
prompted to elaborate briefly on their response by
completing an open-ended question. Participants again
highlighted the transformative impact of hearing the
voices of autistic learners.

“The guest speakers who spoke about their
experience of being an autistic student in
school really opened my mind as to how best
we can support these students”. (Mainstream
Teacher, primary).

One said that participation in the AFSI served as a catalyst
for school-wide dialogue about autism.

“It gave us a guide to initiate and start a
conversation that has sometimes fed into
staffroom conversations — it will continue
to be normalised among our staft.”
(SENCO, post-primary)

Encouragingly, participants also spoke about the transfer-
ability of learning from the AFSI to supporting students with
other additional learning needs.

“A lot of the teaching and learning strategies
suggested for autistic children can just as
easily benefit others with learning needs
e.g. visual timetables, movement breaks,
more processing time, quiet space, getting
to know their interests”. (SET, primary).

As illustrated by these quotes, the emphasis within the
AFSI on highlighting the autistic voice while also focusing
on ways in which good practice can be embedded within
school cultures over time, serves as an impactful feature
of the initiative.

Discussion

The findings indicate that participants in the AFSI reported
a clear desire to develop school-wide, inclusive practices
and to build staff capacity to meet the needs of autistic
learners across settings, acknowledging the critical role
of collaborative and collective approaches to the imple-
mentation of change. With respect to the impact of the
AFSI on participant awareness, participants predominantly
reported that engagement with the AFSI had enhanced their
understanding of autism and inclusive education, enabled
them to reflect on teaching practices, and supported them
in making changes to their teaching practices. Further,
participants developed an appreciation for the necessity
of adopting a school-wide approach to inclusion, listening
to the voice of the autistic learner and adopting a strength-
based approach when working with autistic learners,
specifically and diverse learners more broadly.

The Toolkit is a core component of the AFSI. Most
respondents indicated that engagement with the Toolkit
had supported their practice across the domains of
teaching and learning, creating and promoting an
inclusive school culture, leadership and management,
and staff development. Engagement with the Toolkit
supported participants in identifying current strengths
and needs, serving as a catalyst for dialogue and discus-
sion around how best to support autistic learners. The
process involved in engaging with the Toolkit encouraged
collective reflection and aligned with the School Self-
Evaluation process. However, participants also identified
time constraints as a barrier to engaging with the Toolkit,
highlighting the challenges faced by teaching staff who
wish to pursue consultative and collaborative practices
within their own and other schools.

In particular, the focus within the AFSI on sharing the
voice of autistic learners resonated strongly with the
participants, with almost all participants indicating that
these presentations enhanced their understanding of the
strengths and needs of autistic students. This echoes
the calls from multiple studies capturing the perspec-
tives of autistic students, wherein students indicate
a desire for teachers to participate in autism specific
training and apply their knowledge from this training to
enhance their understanding of the experiences of their
autistic students (Cunningham, 2020; Goodall, 2018).
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Encouragingly, participant response to this component of
the AFSI was resoundingly positive, with 92 per cent of
participants either strongly agreeing or agreeing that AFSI
presentations enhanced their understanding of the needs
of autistic students. A fair conclusion to draw here is that
the desire for enhanced understanding of the needs and
experiences of autistic students is expressed not only by
students, but also by teaching staff undertaking the AFSI.

Concluding comments

The development of an inclusive school culture requires
opportunities for high quality professional learning, with
a specific focus on enabling reflective and collaborative
practices within and across school teams. The Saturation
model proves a fitting model for embedding inclusive
practices within and across school cultures, as demon-
strated by the AFSI. Critically, ‘agents of change’ can have
a tremendous impact on their colleagues’ awareness and
understanding of the educational needs of autistic students.
The findings from this survey represent participant views at
a single timepoint of a multi-year initiative. As such, these
findings are a snapshot in time, and will be explored in a
further study, with an in-depth examination of participant
experience of engagement with the AFSI over time.
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