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Executive Summary
Introduction
This research reports on the experiences of teachers and SNAs participating in AsIAm’s Autism
Friendly Schools Initiative (AFSI) during Year One of their engagement with the programme.
The AFSI is a programme of teacher professional learning, informed by the Middletown
Framework for Inclusion (Daly and Ring et al. 2016) and which is offered in cooperation with
the Joint Managerial Body and the Irish Primary Principals Network. It seeks to provide
opportunities for participating primary and post primary schools to reflect on their practise,
identify challenges and solutions, create whole-school inclusive cultures and building
knowledge and understanding of autism amongst staff and students. The AFSI, guided by key
policy frameworks such as School Self Evaluation (DES Inspectorate 2016) and Cosán (The
Teaching Council 2016) and underpinned by the theory of School as a Learning Organisation
(Senge 1991; Kools and Stoll 2016) seeks to enhance teachers’ capacity to establish
collaborative practices within and across schools that support inclusive education, and to
provide schools with a strategic means of evaluating their efforts.
This Report captured the perspectives of participants of the AFSI at an early stage of their
engagement with project. The impact of the AFSI on participants’ skills, knowledge, and
attitude to inclusive school culture, as framed by the Autism Friendly School Toolkit was
sought, as were their views on the enablers and barriers to leading and developing an autism
friendly school. This research involved a literature review focused on identification of current
practices of supporting autistic students in mainstream education, effective models of
establishing school-wide supports for autistic students, collaborative and sustainable models
of in-service teachers’ professional learning, alongside a review of relevant policy frameworks
and recommendations.

Methodology
Two phases of data collection were completed; an online survey completed in April 2021 (n=
51) and semi-structured interviews completed in June 2021 (n=5). The survey examined
participants’ experiences of the AFSI, including their experiences of the live events, learning
gained and applied from engagement with the AFSI participant awareness and understanding
of inclusive education for autistic students, and participant engagement with the online
11

Toolkit. Interviews with a purposive sample of teachers across primary and post-primary
schools were conducted with five participants to expand upon key themes which emerged
from the surveys. Interview questions focused on participant role within their school, their
engagement with AFSI, the degree to which participation in AFSI impacted practices of
teaching, learning, and collaboration, how participants engaged with the Toolkit, and ways in
which the AFSI could be improved upon for future participants.

Key Findings
The following key themes emerged from a composite analysis of data across both phases of
the research and which are discussed below:
•

Participants’ goals and motivations

•

The impact of the AFSI on awareness raising

•

Participants’ engagement with Autism Friendly School Toolkit

•

Models of Professional Learning for sustainable change.

•

Experiences of leading change

•

Importance of working with parents

•

Leading the work of the school.

The AFSI makes an important contribution to the professional learning landscape for teachers
in the area of autism. Participants report a clear desire to develop evidence-informed schoolwide inclusive practices and build staff capacity to meet the needs of autistic students across
settings, acknowledging the critical role of collaborative and collective approaches to
implementation of change. With respect to the impact of the AFSI on participant awareness,
participants predominantly reported that engagement with the AFSI has 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 student, and adopting a strength-based
approach when working with autistic students specifically, and diverse students more
broadly.
12

The Autism Friendly School Toolkit is a core component of the AFSI. Findings indicate that
engagement with the Toolkit has supported participants’ practice across the domains of
teaching and learning, creating and promoting an inclusive school culture, leadership and
management, and staff development, but further support to embed the Toolkit is required.
Engagement with the Toolkit supported participants in identifying current strengths and
needs, serving as a catalyst for dialogue and discussion around how best to support autistic
students. The process involved in engaging with the Toolkit encouraged collective reflection
and aligned with the School Self-Evaluation process (DES Inspectorate 2016a). However,
participants also identified time constraints as a barrier to engaging with the Toolkit. The
accessibility of the Toolkit for parents and students also surfaced as a challenge with engaging
with the Toolkit.
The model of professional learning espoused by the AFS Initiative is supportive of participants’
efforts to improve their practice through reflection, share learning with other teachers within
their school, and apply their learning to students with other diverse needs. Participants
reported challenges with establishing communities of practice with other schools throughout
their engagement with the AFS Initiative, with much of these challenges being attributed to
school disruptions arising from the Covid-19 pandemic. The pandemic has revealed the
importance of membership and voice in the context of school community. Of note is the
recognition of the potential support that students and parent/guardians can offer the school
community. In turn, a review of school leadership and how best school personnel can support
one another to realise their collective goals sees concepts such as distributed leadership and
middle leadership being revisited anew.

Recommendations
There are clear areas of strength in the ways that the AFSI supports teachers and schools to
develop evidence and data-informed approaches to inclusive practice for autistic students in
their schools, and to build school-wide capacity to respond to the diverse needs of all
students. Recommendations for AsIAm and the Autism Friendly Schools Initiative are
underpinned by key findings from the research process and by best practice as identified in
the policy, theoretical and empirical literature.
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This research presents findings from a small-scale study wherein participants and their
schools reported on the initiative at a very early stage of its implementation. The authors
acknowledge that building a learning and inclusive culture and environment in schools will
take many years to embed, and recommendations are offered in the context of the early stage
of the process schools are at. Key priorities identified from the research are summarised:
•

Programme Organisation, Design and Delivery: One recommendation that stands out in
particular would involve an exploration of online pedagogical approaches to delivery of
AFSI in an attempt to increase active participation and cultivate online communities of
practice within and across participating schools.

•

The Autism Friendly School Toolkit: As a self-reflective and evaluative tool, the Toolkit is
integral to the AFSI. Some modifications to the surveys are advised to ensure accessibility
for parents and students in particular. Further, a staged approach to schools’ engagement
with the Toolkit across two years is recommended to create time for reflection and datainformed strategic school planning.

•

Programme Effectiveness: A comprehensive overview of the programme, complete with
explicit goals and learning outcomes could be developed and disseminated to schools. The
goals for the AFSI, and their integration with Kools and Stoll’s theory of school as a learning
organisation (2016) represents a theoretical frame for the future refinement of the AFSI
and facilitates measurable and focused reflection and evaluation of the programme by
participating schools, and by AsIAm. Further, as this research represents a snapshot in
time at the very early stage of the AFSI, further longitudinal research, exploring the impact
of the AFSI in schools is advised.

•

Collaborative Teacher Professional Learning for Sustainable Growth and Innovation: The
role of school senior leadership teams in leading organisational change and innovation,
prioritising inclusive education and directing resources accordingly to promote wholeschool improvement is acknowledged in the AFSI and should continue to be explicitly
reinforced as a critical feature of schools’ participation. It is advised that the AFSI members
of participating schools' senior leadership teams are invited to attend at least one of the
AFSI events.
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Section One: Introduction
Contextualising the Study
1.0 Introduction
AsIAm, founded in 2014, is Ireland’s National Autism Charity. AsIAm works to create a society
in which every autistic person is empowered to reach their own personal potential and fully
participate in society. They believe that developing the capacity of the autism community and
addressing the societal barriers to inclusion can make Ireland the world’s most autism-friendly
country.
The purpose of this research is to capture the impact of the work of AsIAm with specific
reference to their work with the Autism Friendly Schools Initiative (AFSI), which aims to
support schools in the provision of inclusive educational placements for autistic children and
young people alongside specialist provision. This study aimed to capture the perspectives of
participants of the AFSI. It sought to capture the impact of the AFSI on participant skills,
knowledge, and attitude to inclusive school culture, as framed by the Autism Friendly School
Toolkit. This research involved a literature review focused on identification of current
practices of supporting autistic students in mainstream education, effective models of
establishing school-wide supports for autistic students, collaborative and sustainable models
of in-service teachers’ professional learning, alongside a review of relevant policy frameworks
and recommendations. Following the literature review, two phases of data collection were
completed; an online survey completed in April 2021 and semi-structured interviews
completed in June 2021. It is envisaged that further research will be undertaken to offer
further insights and guidance on the impact of the AFSI as it develops in schools.

1.1 Structure of the Report
The following report is presented in five sections; Introduction; Literature Review;
Methodology; Findings; and Recommendations. Section One provides an overview of the key
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features of the AFSI, including the context of the AFSI, an account of the relevant policy
pertaining to the education of autistic students in the Irish context, and the rationale for the
current study.
Section Two presents a literature review, presenting key findings from current literature on
the characteristics of autistic students, discourse on the topic of inclusive education for
autistic students, and key considerations regarding teacher professional learning for inclusive
education in primary and post-primary settings. The literature review also identifies a model
for teacher professional learning which best reflects the core tenets and aims of the AFSI.
Section Three outlines the methodology for the current study, detailing the study measures,
participants, data collection, data analysis, adherence to ethical considerations, and study
limitations.
Section Four presents findings from both phases of the current study; survey (n= 51) and semistructured interviews (n=5). Findings from both the quantitative and qualitative phases of the
study are integrated, followed by an analysis of how the AFSI supports Kools and Stoll (2016)
model of schools as learning organisations. Section Four discusses the findings within the
context of the overall aim of the AFSI. Findings are further situated within the context of
current policy pertaining to the education of autistic students, as well as attending to models
and practices of teacher professional learning in the domains of both inclusive education
broadly and with specific reference to the education of autistic students.
Recommendations for the AFSI are then outlined in Section Five, underpinned by key findings
from the literature review and data collected from participants of the AFSI.

1.2 Background to the Study: Autism Friendly Schools Initiative
Overview
The AFS Initiative is a nation-wide cross-sectoral professional development programme
aiming to support schools in their provision of inclusive education for autistic learners. A
breakdown of numbers of participating schools since the inception of the AFS Initiative in the
academic year 2019-20 is provided in Table 1.1.
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Table 1.1. School Participation in AFS Initiative
Sector

AY 2019-2020

AY 2020-2021
Returning
schools

New schools

Primary schools

25

7

46

Post-primary
schools

70

42

33

Special schools

1

-

-

Total

96

49

79

The AFSI is informed by the Middletown Framework for Inclusion (Daly and Ring et al. 2016).
This framework for best practice of educational provision for autistic learners, embedded
across all elements of the AFSI, focuses on the following themes:
•

Teaching and learning

•

Inclusive school culture

•

Leadership and management

•

Staff professional development

The AFSI comprises two primary components: participation in professional learning sessions
and engagement with an online AsIAm Autism Friendly School Toolkit, henceforth referred
to as the ‘Toolkit’.
Three live events are delivered across the academic year, with all such events since March
2020 being delivered virtually. Each event includes a presentation 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. In endeavouring to support
development of communities of practice, a core component of these sessions also involves
facilitation of dialogue amongst participants. The online Toolkit was developed in
collaboration with multiple agencies and organisations including the Irish Primary Principal’s
Network (IPPN), the Joint Managerial Body (JMB), the National Educational Psychological
17

Service (NEPS), the National Council for Special Education Support Service (NCSE SS), the
Middletown Centre for Autism (MCA), Túsla, and Mary Immaculate College prior to the
commencement of the AFS Initiative in September 2019. The Toolkit consists of a selfevaluation 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
students. The reflective process aligns with and complements the School Self-Evaluation
process (Department of Education and Skills (DES) Inspectorate 2016) and integrates key
benchmarks for effective and highly effective practice espoused in the Looking At Our Schools
Framework (DES Inspectorate 2016) as it relates to inclusive education for autistic students.
The Toolkit is organised into four themes, corresponding with the Middletown Framework for
Inclusion, and requires participants to identify whether they consider their current practice
within each theme to be ‘enhanced’, ‘established’, ‘developed’, or ‘developing’. A desired
component of engagement with the AFSI is allocation within each school of sufficient time to
gain perspectives of staff, students, and parents when engaging with the Toolkit.

1.2.1 Context and Rationale for the Development of the Autism Friendly
Schools Initiative
The AFSI aims to enhance teacher capacity to support autistic students in mainstream
settings, including schools with autism special classes. It seeks to enhance teachers’ capacity
to establish collaborative practices that support inclusive education, and to provide schools
with a strategic means of evaluating their efforts.
Within the Irish context, recommendations spanning the last two decades highlight the
ongoing need for high-quality autism-specific professional learning opportunities for teachers
(DES 2011; DES Inspectorate 2006). Emphasis is placed on the need for collaboration to be
established within schools, to enhance school-wide inclusive education practices and embed
such practices within the school culture (DES 2016; Banks, McCoy et al. 2016). Further, more
recent evaluations continue to emphasise this call for collaborative practices within schools,
with respect to both the development of an inclusive school culture and to implementing
teaching and learning practices that effectively meet the needs of autistic students (DES
Inspectorate 2020). The AFSI has been developed in an endeavour to meet the ongoing need
18

in this area and seeks to build capacity, confidence and competence within schools to be
inclusive of autistic students and to do so in a manner that is intentional and sustainable. It
aims to enhance autism awareness and understanding amongst participating schools, and to
support schools in building capacity towards purposeful reflection upon and review of
inclusive education practices, and in identifying and enacting meaningful and necessary
changes in the effective delivery of inclusive education for autistic students.

1.2.2 Overview of Programme Content
All participants in the AFSI attend three live events across the course of the year. Each of the
events incorporated three strands: Voices from the Community, Engagement with the Toolkit,
and Resources and Strategies.

Figure 1.1: Three Strands of AFSI Live Events
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Voices from the Community: Within this strand, autistic young people share their
perspectives on a range of key considerations for educators such as, the importance of
parental partnership and consultation with the autistic community, the factors that best
create a school culture which is inclusive of the autistic community, the 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.
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,
on the topics of inclusive school cultures, autism awareness, and supporting students with
behavioural needs.
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 with colleagues in other schools participating in the initiative. The
Communities of Practice framework (Lave and Wenger 1991) facilitates collaborative sharing
between and within schools. Participants are introduced to core frameworks, such as the
Middletown Framework for Inclusion (NCSE 2016), the School Self-Evaluation Guidelines (DES
Inspectorate 2016) and the Looking at Our Schools self-evaluation framework (DES
Inspectorate 2016). Across all events, time is devoted to group discussion, wherein
participants are encouraged to share practices and resources, and to reflect on their
engagement with the Toolkit. This practice is embedded across events in order to facilitate
the growth of communities of practice for all participants.
In addition to the live events, participants are encouraged to engage with the Toolkit on an
ongoing basis throughout the year. Participants are presented with strategies and suggestions
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 were designed to build participant
capacity to reflect on both conceptual and practical interpretations of inclusive education,
20

identify current strengths and challenges of existing inclusive educational practices within
their school, and to establish an action plan to address these challenges. Notably, all
participating schools are required to nominate two participants for AFSI, with the
recommendation being that one of the participants be a member of the school leadership
team.

1.2.3 Programme Delivery Model
The development and implementation of the AFSI is reflective of the ‘Saturation Model’ of
inclusive education for autistic students (Morewood, Humphrey and Symes 2011), designed
to address some of the complexities of provision of high-quality inclusive education for such
students. 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
the school community demonstrate autism understanding and awareness. The primary
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 are
enabled to 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 professional development opportunities for
staff, and providing direct support and intervention for students. The AFSI aligns with key
policy frameworks (DES Inspectorate 2016; DES 2017; Daly and Ring et al. 2016; Lynch and
Ring et al. 2020) which also seek saturation in not only developing a whole-school approach
to inclusive practice, where all members of the school community have a role and understand
this role, but in developing a whole system approach to the provision of a continuum of wraparound therapeutic supports.
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1.3 Policy and Educational Reform Priorities for Autistic Learners:
Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion
The educational landscape for all students with diverse, special and additional educational
needs including autistic children and young people, has witnessed radical and rapid
transformation in Ireland since the early 1990’s (Griffin and Shevlin 2011; NCSE 2019). The
quality of provision and interventions for autistic children and young people has received
considerable attention nationally in the past twenty years (see for example The Report of the
Task Force on Autism (DES 2001); Evaluation of ASD Provision (DES Inspectorate 2006); Report
of Inspection of Middletown Centre for Autism (2012), NCSE Evaluation of Autism Provision in
Ireland (Daly, Ring et al. 2016); NCSE Special Classes in Irish Schools (Banks, McCoy et al. 2016);
Evaluation of Educational Provision for Students with ASD in Special Classes Attached to
Mainstream Schools (DES Inspectorate 2020). All made recommendations regarding policies
and practices for the educational provision for autistic students in Ireland.
Recommendations from The Report of the Task Force on Autism (DES 2001)
include enhanced resourcing of schools and access to teacher professional learning for all
staff involved in the education of autistic students, development of a ‘whole school’ ethos for
supporting autistic students, and support for staff in continuing professional learning to
ensure appropriate and effective response to the needs of autistic students. Following
this, the Evaluation of ASD Provision (DES Inspectorate 2006) highlighted the necessity for
teaching staff to have the requisite skill set to effectively implement educational supports for
autistic students, the importance of teaching staff having access to autism-specific
professional learning, and that social and functional inclusion be prioritised.
More recently, the Evaluation of Education Provision for Students with ASD in Ireland (Daly
and Ring et al. 2016) identified the importance of leadership in the delivery of effective
provision and recommended that targeted professional learning be developed to meet this
need, alongside professional learning targeted at supporting children with complex needs.
The NCSE Special Classes in Irish Schools Research Report (Banks, McCoy et al. 2016) found a
need for teachers to have access to professional learning, while enhanced collaboration with
colleagues ought to be utilised as a means of developing a whole-school approach to
inclusion. Most recently, an Evaluation of Educational Provision for Students with ASD in
Special Classes Attached to Mainstream Schools (DES Inspectorate 2020) highlighted the
22

necessity of teachers in special classes to avail of professional learning opportunities,
emphasising the importance of whole-staff collaborative approaches as a means of ensuring
consistent delivery of effective teaching supports for autistic students and establishing an
inclusive culture. Recommendations for appropriate professional learning opportunities for
teachers echo throughout each of these reports, highlighting the ongoing need in this area.
The repeated calls for ongoing professional learning for more than 20 years, as set against
what appears as limited benefits accruing from such offerings, begs the question as to
whether there a better way of achieving such desirable goals.

1.4 Conceptualising Inclusive Education
The Education for Persons with Special Education Needs Act (EPSEN) states that ‘the
education of people with such (special education) needs shall, wherever possible take place
in an inclusive environment’ (Government of Ireland 2004, p.5). While the concept and
practice of inclusive education remains dynamic in both definition and implementation, it can
be considered as ‘a process that helps overcome barriers limiting the presence, participation,
and achievement of students’ (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) 2017, p. 7). Inclusion involves a process not only of increasing the
participation of students in mainstream education settings, but also explicitly reducing the
exclusion of students with special educational needs from mainstream education settings.
Provision of an equitable and high-quality inclusive education rests upon the assumption that
schools, and the larger educational systems within which they operate, have the capacity to
enact such changes as are necessary to meet the needs of all children. As proposed by
UNESCO (2017), such changes must be envisioned, enacted, and evidenced across a range of
domains; educational policy, national curriculum and assessment practices, school-wide
inclusive education policies and practices, teacher professional learning, partnership with
families and communities, and the systems which monitor the presence and participation of
all students.
A review of the range of domains embedded within a comprehensive conceptualisation of
inclusive education demonstrates the need for ongoing critical debate and reflection to
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ensure adequate dialogue within and across domains (O’ Brien 2020). Central to the
generation of such dialogue is the need to support critical reflection at a school-wide level
(DES Inspectorate 2016; Teaching Council 2016), and to provide teacher professional learning
opportunities designed to bolster this capacity. Critically, focused and high-quality teacher
professional learning can have a significant impact upon the quality of provision of inclusive
education and the educational experience for autistic students (Alexander, Ayres, and Smith
2015). Drawing on the work of Leithwood, Harris and Hopkins (2020), the DES (2018)
recognises that teachers are the single greatest factor in supporting learning and the quality
of school leadership is crucial to the process of developing collective whole-school capacity
to support sustained school improvement.

1.5 Identity-First Versus Person-First Language use in Autism
Research
Identity-first language is increasingly used to refer to members of the autism community. The
implications of language used to describe autistic people is acknowledged in this Report and
by AsIAm, which recognises its influence on societal perceptions, policy, educational and
clinical practice and research (Vivanti 2020). While there is no clear consensus in the literature
regarding the preferred language from autistic people (Vivanti 2020), person-first language is
considered the least preferred, specifically, a ‘person with autism’ (Botha et al. 2021).
According to a recent survey undertaken by Bury et al. (2020) with 198 Australian autistic
adults, the terms ‘autistic and ‘autistic person’ constituted the preferred terms by more than
48% of respondents (Bury et al. 2020). Arguably, person-first language use pathologises
autism in the same way that illness does, i.e. a person with ‘cancer’, with ‘Covid-19’ (Botha et
al. 2021). Identity-first language connotes an ‘expression of positive social identity whereby
language historically used to dehumanize and marginalise… is redeployed as a form of
empowerment’ (Vivanti 2020, p.2).
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1.6 Teachers’ Professional Learning versus Teacher Professional
Development
It is clearer today than ever that educators need to learn, and that’s why professional
learning has replaced professional development. Developing is not enough. Educators
must be knowledgeable and wise. They must know enough in order to change. They
must change in order to get different results. They must become learners and they
must be self-developing.
(Easton 2008, p.756)
The term ‘teachers’ professional learning’ rather than ‘teacher professional development’ is
adopted in this Report as it embodies the aims of the AFSI in supporting sustained schoolwide change and innovation to inclusive practice for autistic students. Teachers’ professional
learning in the context of the AFSI, relates to in-service teacher education and the term
‘learning’ is increasingly used to distinguish between more active forms of teacher
professional learning and associations with more passive forms of professional
‘development’, which is often perceived as something someone does to others (Easton 2008;
Mockler 2013). Conceptually, teachers’ professional learning comprises all activities and
processes teachers engage in to stimulate their thinking and professional knowledge and to
ensure that their practice is critically informed and current (Mockler 2013). ‘One shot’
(Conway et al. 2009), ‘spray-on’ (Mockler 2005) or ‘drive by’ (Senge, et al. 2000) professional
development experiences may lead to professional learning, but they are not sufficient to
enable teachers to change their practices to respond to the increasingly diverse and dynamic
needs of the students they teach (Mockler 2013). Further, the word ‘training’ invokes a
shallow interpretation of the skills to engage effectively as a teacher. While training may
provide the skills, even to the level of routine user, the decisions around choice, sequence,
and assessment of impact associated with such skills features more in the adaptive
professional domain and less in the routine domain (Timperley 2011). Essentially, being able
to change requires learning (Easton 2008).
The importance of access to sustained high quality and relevant professional learning
opportunities for teachers is reflected in relevant frameworks and guidelines developed by
The Teaching Council and the DES. The Looking at Our Schools (LAOS) framework and School
Self-Evaluation process (DES Inspectorate 2016a; 2016b) provide primary and post-primary

25

schools with a systematic approach to self-evaluating teaching, learning, leadership, and
management practices. A primary goal of the LAOS framework is to enable teachers to
identify current strengths and needs across these dimensions, ultimately creating a focus for
efforts towards capacity building and subsequent engagement in professional learning. The
emphasis on continuing professional learning as an integral component of teaching practice
is further reflected in the Cosán framework (Teaching Council 2016), which proposes to offer
standards by which teachers may identify and pursue relevant and meaningful learning
opportunities, apply such learning to their professional practices, and approach this cyclical
process with a critically reflective stance.

1.7 Conclusion
The necessity of providing high quality opportunities for teacher professional development in
the domain of inclusive education has been made clear both in the available literature and
through the above noted policies. The following literature review provides a comprehensive
account of the range of considerations and conceptualizations which inform an approach to
inclusive education for autistic students, with a specific focus on teacher professional learning
and leadership in inclusive education.
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Section Two: Literature Review
Professional Learning to Support Inclusive Education
for Autistic Learners
2.0 Introduction
The prevalence of autism internationally has increased significantly in recent decades, and
the current rate in Ireland is estimated at one in every 65 students or 1.5% of the school’s
population (NCSE 2016). Autism is considered a neurodevelopmental condition, characterised
by a dyad of impairments1 in social communication skills and the presence of repetitive
patterns of behaviour or restricted interests (The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (DSM-V) (American Psychiatric Association (APA), 2013). An important dimension
to the current classification of autism refers to hyper/hypo reactivity to sensory inputs and/
or an unusual interest in elements of the sensory environment (Daly and Ring et al. 2016).
Recognition of the unique characteristics/ ‘spectrum’ of autistic children and young people,
and in particular, the sensory challenges experienced by autistic students is important in
addressing their needs particularly when estimates indicate that 42% to 88% of autistic people
encounter challenges related to sensory processing that include both hyper- and hyporesponsiveness (Case-Smith et al. 2015). Further, while the debate around language used to
describe autism intensifies in the literature (Baren-Cohen 2000; Jordan 2005; Ravet 2011; Ring
et al. 2018), the authors align with the perspective that autism presents as a spectrum of
‘difference’ which celebrates the range of strengths, talents and interests autistic students
have to offer, while acknowledging the challenges and needs of autistic students with a range

The terms ‘impairment’ and ‘disorder’ are derived from The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders, 5th Edition (DSM-V) and do not represent the view of the authors.
1
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of more complex, and often co-morbid intellectual, sensory, physical, medical, social,
emotional and behavioural needs (Ring et al. 2018).
Autistic students will demonstrate unique differences across multiple domains, namely in
their potential, abilities, and interests (Egan 2018, p.20) and will learn differently to their nonautistic peers. The importance of a child-centred, strengths-based approach to the education
of autistic students is acknowledged in much of the policy and research literature (see for
example, Banks et al. 2016; Daly and Ring et al. 2016; Egan 2018; Griffin 2018). Furthermore,
the implications for schools and teachers to deliver high quality education to autistic students
has received significant attention in terms of educational interventions, policy and research
in the past two decades (Daly and Ring et al. 2016; Wood and Happe 2021) and the imperative
for teachers and schools to adapt to accommodate differences is emphasised.
The inextricable link between effective education for autistic students and the professional
competencies of teachers to provide quality education is reflected in the literature (Daly and
Ring et al. 2016; Long 2018; Ring et al. 2019; The Teaching Council 2016). While research and
increased access to pre-service and in-service teacher education have contributed to our
understanding of what constitutes effective inclusive education for autistic students,
experiences of autistic children and young people in education is mixed (Daly and Ring et al.
2016; Sproston and Sedgewick 2017), indicative, it is suggested, of the conceptually illusive
and problematic term ‘inclusive education’ (O’Brien 2020). Research informed by the views
and experiences of autistic students suggests, that despite accessing interventions to support
their education, inputs do not necessarily provide them with the supports they need
(Pellicano, Bölte, and Stahmer 2018). Moreover, inconsistent implementation of evidencebased interventions has resulted in dubious approaches to educational provision for autistic
students (Daly and Ring et al. 2016).
This literature review will explore the contested discourse relating to inclusive education for
autistic children and young people, and its implications for teacher professional learning
across mainstream primary and post-primary education environments. Specifically, a model
for teacher professional learning, within which the Autism Friendly Schools Initiative is
situated, is suggested.
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2.1 Inclusive Education for Autistic Learners
Inclusive education is fundamental to contemporary educational discourse and reflects
societies’ commitment to wider social inclusion (Egan 2013). However, recognising what can
be described as appropriate education for autistic children and young people and for those
with special educational needs and disabilities more broadly, is problematic (Armstrong et al.
2010). The term inclusive education, although widely used, offers no universally accepted
definition (Armstrong et al. 2010; Florian 2009, 2019; Salend 2015; Winter and O’Raw 2010).
Moreover, conflicting perspectives on the constitution of inclusive education influence
perceptions of and attitudes towards autistic children and young people, and potentially
impact on how their inclusion is enacted in schools and classrooms (Ravet 2011). Generally,
inclusive education is underpinned by the broader, rights-based concept of inclusion and is
considered to involve,
… a process of systemic reform embodying changes and modifications in content,
teaching methods, approaches, structures and strategies in education to overcome
barriers with a vision to provide all students of the relevant age range with an
equitable and participatory learning experience and the environment that best
corresponds to their requirements and preferences. Placing students with disabilities
within mainstream classes without accompanying structural changes to, for example,
organisation, curriculum and teaching and learning strategies, does not constitute
inclusion.
(United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (UNCRPD), General
Comment No. 4 2016).
Notably, in Ireland inclusive education has been interpreted as providing a continuum of
educational provision encompassing mainstream classes, special classes in mainstream
schools and special schools (NCSE 2019, p. 17) which, considering Ireland’s recent ratification
of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (UNCRPD) (2018)
places its definition in tension with that embodied by the UNCRPD. If the full terms of the
UNCRPD are adopted and legislated for in Ireland, the continuum of provision for autistic
students would be impacted, with potential implications for special classes and schools
(Fitzgerald, Lynch, Martin and Cullen 2021; Shevlin and Banks 2021). Critically, efforts to
respond to increased prevalence of autism in mainstream schools have resulted in a range of
provisions and special class provision for autistic students in particular, has experienced a
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proliferation (DES Inspectorate 2020; NCSE 2019). For example, in 2019 there were 746
autism special classes at primary level and 321 at post-primary level (DES Inspectorate 2020)
and between 2011 and 2019, special class provision in Ireland increased by 196 per cent (NCSE
2019). While the development of the special class model arguably represents an integrative
model of provision (Ravet 2011) and provides dedicated access to education for autistic
students endorsed as a means of catering for the individualised needs of autistic students in
an inclusive environment, empirical evidence validating the efficacy of special class provision
as a model of inclusive practice is limited (Shevlin and Banks 2021). Significantly, a recent
evaluation of autism special classes from the Inspectorate (DES Inspectorate 2020) found the
reluctance of many schools to open special classes for autistic children has the potential to
increase segregation. Findings from the Report are based on inspections in 85 special classes
across primary and post-primary schools, and point to restrictive enrolment practices, where
placements are prioritised for children with less complex needs, to the exclusion of children
with more complex needs. In practice, this translates to some students being enrolled in
special classes when they may be capable of greater integration in mainstream classes with
appropriate resourcing.
If enrolment in mainstream schools is regarded as the benchmark for successful inclusion for
students in special classes, the unintended consequence is greater levels segregation, or
micro-exclusion and lower levels of inclusion (Mitchell 2018). If special classes are ‘grafted on’
to mainstream settings (Shevlin and Banks 2021) segregation is perhaps more pronounced for
autistic children and young people, with an increase in dedicated special class provision,
setting in tension the policy narrative and practice on the ground (Fitzgerald 2021).
Developing integrated approaches to provision for autistic students has implications for both
whole-school and classroom level practice and represents a key principle of the AFSI.

2.1.1 Rights-Based Versus Needs-Based Autism Provision
For autistic students and their families, mainstream education may be the appropriate and
desired option (Daly and Ring et al. 2016), but for others with significant and complex needs,
including multiple, severe and profound disabilities, special school or special class placement
may also be the appropriate and preferred option to maximise learning and skill development,
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and enable the highest possible levels of inclusion and independence in the community postschool (Daly and Ring et al. 2016; Hornby 2015).
Autistic students will demonstrate unique differences across multiple domains, namely in
their potential, abilities, and interests and will learn differently to their non-autistic peers
(Egan 2018; Ravet 2011). Adopting a needs-based approach over a rights-based approach to
identification of appropriate education for autistic students places the learner’s profile of
strengths and needs at the centre of the decision-making process and promotes an integrative
and temperate interpretation of inclusion (Armstrong et al. 2010; Hornby 2015; Kauffman et
al. 2018; Ravet 2011). Importantly, multiple and diverse stakeholder perspectives on what
constitutes appropriate inclusive education for autistic students exist and are equally valid
(Armstrong 2017). Parents, autistic children and young people, school staff, community
members and policymakers all have an entitlement to their perspectives, which is neither
right nor wrong. What is considered better by some, may be considered worse by others
(Fitzgerald 2021). A collaborative strategy which considers the perspectives of all stakeholders
is the driver for inclusive and informed change (Armstrong 2017) and leads to collective
responsibility and collaborative planning for inclusive education.
Parental involvement in children’s learning is critical and it is recommended that partnership
with schools should involve them as co-educators (O’ Byrne 2018). Teachers are advised to
lead collaboration and communication with parents and facilitate access in efforts to build
mutual trust and collaboration (O’Byrne 2018, p.164).
In addition to parental involvement, it is of paramount importance to consider the student’s
involvement and participation in their educational planning. Best practice guidelines
recommend that teaches be aware of and informed by the autistic voice and an autistic lens
in order to ensure that teaching approaches are both appropriate and effective in meeting
student needs (Guldberg, Bradley and Wittemeyer 2019). Indeed, involvement of the student
in decisions regarding their educational pathway is a requirement of both the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the UNCRPD.
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Article 12.1 the UNCRC states that
States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views
the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of
the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.
(UN 1989, p. IV)
Article 7.3 of the UNCRPD states that
States Parties shall ensure that children with disabilities have the right to express their
views freely on all matters affecting them, their views being given due weight in
accordance with their age and maturity, on an equal basis with other children, and to
be provided with disability and age-appropriate assistance to realize that right
(UN, 2007 p. X)
UNCRPD has been ratified by Ireland, as previously indicated, with implementation efforts
ongoing. While appealing both philosophically and on humanitarian grounds, much progress
is required to ensure that efforts towards capturing the perspective and voice of all students,
including autistic students, is done in a manner which is truly inclusive and which does not fall
prey to the pitfalls of tokenism, wherein a learner’s perspective may be captured, although
no framework is in place for situating this perspective within the broader context of that
student’s educational planning and pathway (Charteris and Smardon 2019; Haas et al. 2016).
Critically, research on autistic children and young people’s perspectives within education
demonstrates a strong desire amongst autistic students for their teachers to develop greater
awareness and understanding of autism (Cunningham, 2020; Goodall, 2018; NICCY 2007).
Autistic students have reported feeling misunderstood by both teachers and peers, and
request not only that appropriate supports be put in place to enable them to successfully
overcome challenges and navigate the educational environment, but also that support be put
in place for both teachers and peers to develop an understanding of the autistic experience
(Cunningham, 2020). Autistic students have also expressed a desire for teachers to have a
flexible range of teaching strategies which they can adapt to the needs of their students, for
teachers to participate in autism-specific training, and for teachers to apply this training to
understand their autistic students (Goodall, 2018). Encouragingly, autistic students also
report on the positive impact of feeling understood by their teacher; having an understanding
teacher and a positive representation of autism within their school environment helps
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students to generate a more positive autistic identity (Cunningham, 2020). The necessity for
and benefit of enhancing teacher understanding and awareness of autism is clear, with a focus
on the autistic voice being a distinct facet of developing such understanding. A lack of teacher
professional learning and resourcing have been identified as barriers to teachers capturing
the autistic student’s voice with educational contexts (Rouvali and Riga 2021), highlighting
the importance of ensuring that teachers are equipped to engage in such a discourse with
students. This discourse may serve as a catalyst for a deepened understanding and awareness
of autism on the part of both teachers and students, ultimately contributing to a body of
knowledge and practice which represents and respects the lived experience of the autistic
learner within the education system. The mechanism by which schools not only capture the
autistic learner voice but harness it for real change to school practice is reflected in the
process of School Self-Evaluation (DES Inspectorate 2016) (Fleming 2019). Developing
collaborative systems which enable students’, parents’ and teachers' voices is essential to
school improvement planning and is a central tenet of the AFSI.

2.1.2 Evaluating Inclusive Education for Autistic Learners: The Autism Friendly
School Toolkit
Implementation of effective teaching strategies to promote learning for autistic students
requires an understanding of how they think and feel and a recognition that each autistic child
or young person presents with a unique profile of strengths and needs (Egan 2018).
Notwithstanding the need for teachers to respond to the unique profiles of autistic students,
a consensus is emerging in the literature that pedagogical approaches to support autistic
students, by their very nature, enable learning for a range of students with diverse needs
(Florian 2019; Ravet 2011). Furthermore, implementation of a range of inclusive pedagogies
to facilitate learning for all promotes an integrated approach to teaching practices for autistic
students, reducing the need for discrete and specialist provision (Florian 2019).
Central to the promotion of integrated and inclusive practice in schools is a whole school,
collaborative and data-informed approach to learning, teaching and assessment (Ainscow and
Sandill 2010; Fitzgerald et al. 2021; Tynan 2018) and an understanding that provision for
autistic students is conceptualised as a dynamic process, characterised by diversity,
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complexity and continuous change (Ring et al. 2018). Importantly, evaluation of inclusive
school practice from multiple perspectives not only affirms existing practice, but it also
provides evidence of the need for change and informs future school improvement planning.
The AFSI is underpinned by processes of whole-school self-evaluation of inclusive practice and
the Autism Friendly School Toolkit was developed to support the process. The Toolkit
represents a whole-school commitment over time to reflection, review and evaluation of
holistic, whole-school provision for autistic students (AsIAm 2021). Schools participating in
the AFSI are encouraged to use the Toolkit in a cyclical manner to capture school staff, parent
and student perspectives on inclusive practice in order to affirm existing good practice, and
to identify areas in need of further development. The Middletown Centre for Autism National
Council for Special Education Evaluation Framework (Daly and Ring et al. 2016), commonly
referred to as the ‘Middletown Framework’ was used to identify benchmarks of effective
inclusive practice for autistic students in the Toolkit.
The Middletown Framework sets out criteria and indicators against which provision can be
systematically measured. A range of evaluations, policy and best practice guidelines produced
in Ireland, Northern Ireland, the wider United Kingdom, the USA, Canada and Australia was
consulted and inform the Middletown Framework. The Framework was designed for use in
all education settings including mainstream schools, special classes in mainstream schools
and special schools and consists of four structured themes, referred to as ‘Statements’
relating to education provision for autistic students: Teaching and Learning, Inclusive School
Culture, School Management, and Staff Development. Each theme has several linked criteria
and associated performance indicators. As illustrated in the overview provided in Figure 2.1
the Middletown Framework comprises four statements, nineteen criteria and eighty-four
performance indicators. The AFSI Toolkit developed a 55-item survey for schools based on
these indicators, and while equal importance is placed on each of the four statements, an
evaluation of the statement ‘Inclusive School Culture’ was emphasised in this research at the
request of AsIAm.
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Figure 2.1. Middletown Centre for Autism National Council for Special Education Evaluation
Framework (Daly and Ring et al. 2016)

A dedicated online portal on the AsIAm website houses the AFS Toolkit, which acts as an
interactive survey and repository for individual school data. The 55 items on the survey are
organised around the four statements of the Middletown Framework and Table 2.1 illustrates
a sample of questions guiding school self-evaluation as it aligns to key performance indicators.
The full 55-item survey is appended to the Report (Appendix D).
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Table 2.1. Autism Friendly School Toolkit Selection of Performance Indicators
Statement: Teaching and Learning

Progress

Performance Indicators

Not Appropriate; Not Yet Developed;
Developing; Established; Enhanced

Our school teaches and supports students develop an effective communication system,
including strategies to assist in the event of a situation becoming overwhelming. All
relevant staff and students are trained in the individual strategies.
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 preparation for life development plan. An emphasis on
development of maintaining wellbeing, sexual health and developing practical life skills
are a key priority.
Our school provides individualized visual supports to ensure the sequence of activities for
the day are predictable and understandable. The use of social stories and break strategies
are commonplace.
Statement 2: Inclusive School Culture
Our school involves the pupil directly to identify their strengths, interests & needs, often
with the development of a personalised pupil passport. Caregivers and staff collaborate to
gather information in a positive and meaningful way to promote emotional well-being,
motivate, encourage and develop each student's individual skills.
Our school recognizes the distinct vulnerability of pupils with autism & ensures policies &
procedures are in place to safeguard against actual or perceived episodes of teasing,
bullying including cyber bullying.
With an emphasis on capacity building, our school provides opportunities for autistic
student body to meet socially to share interests and experiences.
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Statement 3: Leadership and Management
Our school leads from an ethos of promoting well-being in autistic students and
recognizes that prevention of development of stress, anxiety and depression can be
achieved if needs are identified and addressed early.
Our school values and encourages in depth knowledge on autism, and understands that
effective use of this knowledge directly impacts on a student's performance, behaviour
and outcomes.
Our school has a designated expert autism friendly school leader amongst its staff, who
will lead, motivate and take responsibility for the standard of autism friendly ethos of our
school. They will seek out and cascade training and resources to all staff and ensure that
all specific and relevant information required is easily accessible and available to all staff.
Statement 4: Staff Development
Our school acknowledges that students can often have more than one diagnosis,
therefore may have a spectrum of needs such as dyspraxia, ADHD, OCD, Communication
challenges. Staff are appropriately trained for each student's individual needs.
Our school provides compulsory autism training and awareness for all teaching and
support staff (drivers, cleaners, lunchroom attendants), to at least a minimum standard.
Staff who have a more in-depth role with autistic students will be required to upskill in
the areas relevant.
A clear and precise information system is in place for new & supply staff on the needs of
autistic students, and staff are aware of a clear pathway for immediate further support if
they require it.

Further, the Toolkit promotes an iterative process of school self-evaluation and provides
evidence-based guidance in the form of ‘sample actions’ under each benchmark of progress
as illustrated in Table 2.2.
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Table 2.2: AFSI Toolkit Selection of Sample Performance Indicators and
Action Items
Teaching and Learning

Performance Indicator

Progress

Action Item

Our school has a strength-based attitude

Not Yet

Early opportunities to

towards personal development as well as

Developed

explore and encourage

academic performance. Individual

vocational preparation

interests and personal career pathways

through life skills work and

are explored and encouraged when

possible visits to different

creating a preparation for live

work environments as part

development plan. An emphasis on

of their life skills work.

development of maintaining well-being,

Finding opportunities to

sexual health and developing practical life

make connections with

skills are key priorities.

adults with ASD in the
working world.

Inclusive School Culture
Performance Indicator

Progress

Action Item

Our school involves the pupil directly to

Developing

Students have a set

identify their strengths, interests & needs,

opportunity for a meeting

often with the development of a

every term to update their

personalised pupil passport. Caregivers

skills profile with the core

and staff collaborate to gather

teachers involved. SNAs

information in a positive and meaningful

use every opportunity to

way to promote emotional well-being,

notice and validate skills for

motivate, encourage and develop each

the students and to share
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student's individual skills.

that observation with the
SET team.

Leadership and Management
Performance Indicator

Progress

Action Item

Our school leads from an ethos of

Developing

Willing to engage with

promoting well-being in autistic students

external professionals and

and recognizes that prevention of

to support evidence-based

development of stress, anxiety and

interventions available. It is

depression can be achieved if needs are

important to include any

identified and addressed early.

external intervention on
the student support plan to
ensure consistency.

Staff Development
Performance Indicator

Progress

Action Item

Our school provides compulsory autism

Not Yet

Annual skills review based

training and awareness for all teaching

Developed

on current cohort of

and support staff (drivers, cleaners,

autistic students to identify

lunchroom attendants), to at least a

where skills gaps may

minimum standard. Staff who have a more

exist/additional training is

in-depth role with autistic students will be

required.

required to upskill in the areas relevant.

Within the AFS Toolkit, while statements and key performance indicators are presented
individually for the purpose of supporting schools to evaluate key domains, the AFSI
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encourages schools to consider the dynamic and complex interaction and inter-dependence
of each statement as it relates to whole-school improvement to inclusive practice.
Fundamental to school improvement is the quality of the learning experiences of students,
which is predicated on teachers’ access to and engagement with quality professional learning,
which will now be discussed.

2.2 Teacher Professional Learning for Inclusive Practice
The quality of learning and teaching is the single most important factor contributing to learner
success (Daly and Ring et al. 2016; De Bruin 2020; Leithwood et al. 2020; Long 2018) and
implementation of inclusive practices lead to improved outcomes for all, including autistic
students, in areas such as academic performance and social development (Osborne and Reed
2011; Wong et al. 2014). According to Long (2018), inclusive practice not only considers the
accommodation of all students within the classroom setting, but its broader remit is also the
inclusion of students in the wider school community. A positive whole-school culture is a key
feature of inclusive practice (Ainscow and Sandill 2010) as is a positive attitude towards the
inclusion of autistic students to teacher efficacy for inclusive practice (Shevlin et al. 2013)
which is inextricably linked to teacher education and access to high quality professional
learning (Winter 2006; Hick et al. 2019). Leadership for inclusive education is identified as
another critical feature of inclusive practice (Daly and Ring et al. 2016; Fitzgerald 2018;
Leithwood et al. 2020).
Though teacher professional learning persists as the subject of much research, it remains
elusive and often results in limited improvement to practice (Gore et al. 2021). In Ireland, the
continuum of teacher education recognises the key components of the professional life cycle
of teacher learning which begins with initial teacher education and continues with a
commitment to lifelong in-service teacher learning. The emphasis on continuing professional
learning as an integral component of teacher practice is reflected in the Cosán Framework for
Teachers’ Learning (Teaching Council 2016), which proposes to offer standards by which
teachers may identify and pursue relevant and meaningful learning opportunities, apply such
learning to their professional practices, and approach this cyclical process with a critically
reflective stance. Teacher professional learning acknowledges the dynamic and changing
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nature of society and its members and aims to equip teachers with skills and knowledge to
adapt accordingly (Conway et al. 2009; Long 2018). Further, professional learning for
sustained improvement to inclusive practice is content focused, provides support and
feedback, and fosters individual and collective reflective practice (Darling-Hammond, Hyler
and Gardener 2017) at all levels of the continuum of teacher education.
The importance of teacher education to build teacher efficacy for inclusive and special
education teaching is well documented in the literature (Avramidis and Norwich 2002; De
Boer et al. 2011; Long 2018; Loreman et al. 2013). Despite an increased emphasis on inclusive
and special education in initial teacher education (Hick et al. 2019) the research acknowledges
the lack of preparedness for inclusive teaching newly qualified teachers continue to express
(Hick et al. 2019; Long 2018). Various studies conducted in Ireland which investigated
teachers’ preparedness for inclusive practice found that teachers reported a lack of
knowledge and skills to teach children with special and additional needs in inclusive
environments (Rose et al. 2015), and in special classes (Banks et al. 2016; McCoy et al. 2014).
Furthermore, autism-specific professional development and learning, while recommended
for teachers and Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) working with autistic students (Daly and Ring
et al. 2016; Long 2018) is not mandatory (Long 2018; Ware et al. 2011). Government
investment in teacher professional development and learning for inclusive education is
substantial in Ireland (Daly and Ring et al. 2016; Long 2018). In addition to DES funded, and
non-funded Postgraduate Certificates, Diplomas and Master’s level programmes in Autism
Studies, and Inclusive and Special Education more broadly, several government funded
organisations provide teacher professional development to all schools and teachers and
include, the Professional Development Service for Teachers (PDST), the NCSE Support Service,
the Middletown Centre for Autism (MCA), and the National Educational Psychological Service
(NEPS). AsIAm also provides a significant amount of self-funded professional development/
professional learning to schools and teachers across early intervention settings, primary, postprimary, further and higher education settings. Table 2.3. illustrates the range of autismspecific CPD available to school personnel and provided the MCA.
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Table 2.3 Middletown Centre for Autism Continuing Professional
Development (CPD) opportunities for teachers Autumn 2021
CPD Topic

CPD Focus

Autism and Sensory
Processing

Full day on Sensory Processing for professionals working in
school settings. Different patterns of responses to sensory
input and their impact on autistic children and young people
will be examined and intervention strategies explored.

Autism and Co-Occurring
Additional Needs

Full day provides education professionals with information
on a range of needs that can overlap with autism.
These will include:
• Developmental
• Behavioural and
• Mental Health

Autism, Relationships
and Sexuality Education

Full Day examines the impact of puberty on autistic young
people. Behavioural and visual support strategies aimed at
preparing and supporting the autistic adolescent for the
changes that occur during this life stage are explored.
Delivery of relationship and sexuality education (RSE) for
autistic students is also included.

Attention Autism
Programme

Six-week programme addressing the following:
• Understanding the ideas that drive the Attention
Autism programme
• Getting the child’s attention, keeping it, sharing it,
and using it
• Building understanding and confidence in getting the
message
• Developing communication and spontaneous
expression
• Individualising sessions for each child
• Creating activities that are worth communicating
about and inspire learning.
• Creating sessions that everyone enjoys and
remembers.

Autism and Social
Communication

Full day which considers the impact of social communication
challenges for autistic students in mainstream settings.
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The NCSE Support Service also offers a wide range of autism-specific teacher CPD and
professional learning opportunities as outlined in Table 2.4. Further, the NCSE also funds a
postgraduate Diploma in Autism Studies in collaboration with St. Angela’s College, NUIG.

Table 2.4 NCSE Support Service Continuing Professional Development (CPD)
opportunities for teachers Autumn 2021
CPD Topic

CPD Focus

Accessing the Curriculum for
Students with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (Primary
and Post-Primary)

Introduction to differentiation and how best to support
a range of learners.

Applied Behaviour Analysis
Interventions

Behaviourally based techniques for teaching and
learning.

Treatment and Education of
Autistic and related
Communication handicapped
Children (TEACCH) (available
as 2-day and 5-day
programme)

Introduction to using structured teaching to support
organization and communication skills.

Lámh

Introduction to Lámh as a means of facilitating
communication.

Social Skills (Primary and PostPrimary)

Introduction to approaches and strategies for teaching
social skills to students from primary to post-primary
settings.

Psychoeducational Profile –
Third Edition (PEP-3)

Introduction to administering and interpreting the PEP3 tool for assessment of a student’s learning strengths
and challenges.

TEACCH Transition Assessment
Profile

Introduction to administering and interpreting the
TEACCH Transition Assessment Profile tool to support
in transition planning.

ABLLS-R and VB-MAPP
(Assessment of Basic Language
and Language Skills, Verbal

Introduction to administering and interpreting the
ABLLS-R and VB-MAPP communication assessment
tools.
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Behaviour Milestones
Asssessment and Placement
Programme)

Individualised Planning for
Students with ASD

Support participants to explore the IEP process, with a
focus on challenges experienced by autistic students.

An Introduction to DIR
Floortime

Introduction to the DIR approach to supporting holistic
development for autistic students.

Sensory and Motor difficulties
in ASD

An overview of the impact of sensory-motor difficulties
on autistic students, and how to adapt the learning
environment and tasks to accommodate such
difficulties.

Intensive Interaction

An introduction to the Intensive Interaction model as a
means of engaging and building communication skills of
pre-verbal autistic students.

Social Stories

An introduction to Social Stories, including strategies
for implementation at home and school.

Evidence Based Strategies and
Autism

An introduction to Picture Exchange Communication
System, Functional Communication Training, and
Differential Reinforcement.

Language and Communication
Difficulties Associated with
Autism

An introduction to Evidence Based Strategies to
support receptive and expressive communication for
autistic students.

Introduction to teaching an
autism class

An introduction to how to create a learning programme
in autism special classes.

Autism in Sport

An overview of practical strategies to support autistic
students in sport sessions.

Sensory Processing Issues
Associated with Autism

An introduction to sensory processing differences and
activities to support sensory regulation in the
classroom.
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Autism in our Schools for SNAs

A five-week programme delivering content on
characteristics of autism, sensory processing,
communication, and behavioural challenges in the
classroom.

Promoting positive behaviour
for individuals with ASD

An introduction to strategies and interventions to
create positive behavioural supports and conducive
learning environment.

Creating visual stories and
strategies for supporting
learners with autism

An overview of implementing visual and auditory
communication tools to support learning in the
classroom.

Autism in Girls – Specific
Supports

An introduction to understanding the specific needs of
autistic girls and women.

Autism – Facilitating Social
Skills

An overview of social skill and social communication
challenges experienced by autistic students, and
strategies for supporting social interaction for autistic
students.

Barriers to the implementation of evidence-based practices for autistic students include
insufficient initial teacher education (ITE) (Hick et al. 2019; Long 2018) and limited access to
high quality professional learning (Alexander et al. 2015; Long 2018; Morrier, Hess and Heflin
2011).

Professional learning is a complex process that aims to enhance a teacher’s

knowledge, skills and attitudes that can lead to improved practice (Mitchell, 2013).Cosán, the
Framework for Teacher’s Learning (The Teaching Council 2016) emphasises the importance
of a continuum of teacher learning to enable teachers to continually develop their ability to
cater for students’ needs, but access to high quality professional learning in autism for
teachers and Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) can be scarce (Lang et al. 2010; Long 2018;
Sunrheinrich 2011). In addition, teachers can feel they do not have the time to engage in
available professional learning (Lerman et al. 2008; Long 2018). Research by Segall and
Campbell (2012) found that higher levels of teacher experience and more extensive
engagement with autism specific education were correlated with more positive attitudes
towards inclusion of autistic students and more frequent use of autism specific evidencebased practices.
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The outcomes of teacher professional learning are impacted by interactions between a range
of variables including the content of a course or programme, individual educator
characteristics and organisational factors (Opfer and Pedder 2011). There is a high level of
interconnectivity and interdependence between these constructs as teacher attitudes are
impacted by engagement with professional learning, experience, school supports and
resources (Rodríguez et al. 2012). In addition, course content that involves voices from the
autism community or parents of autistic children and young people can aid teachers’
understanding of inclusive practices (Bond, Hebron and Oldfied 2017; Murray et al. 2011;
O’Byrne 2018). Case based learning provides opportunities for teachers to actively engage
with complex, higher order learning. Teaching is a situated process (Desimone 2009) and
teacher education has moved beyond conventional views of teacher education as
transmission of knowledge (Darling- Hammond and Baratz-Snowden 2007) to one which
creates opportunities for teachers to develop critical and analytical skills which will enable
them to evaluate, adapt and develop their own thinking and practice (O’Gorman and Drudy
2011).
Individual Education Planning (IEP) not only provides an assessment informed collaborative
roadmap to guide effective inclusive education for autistic students (Dunleavy-Lavin et al.
2018) but it has the potential to promote situated case-based learning opportunities for
teachers within a social constructivist approach to learning (Vygotsky 1962). IEPs, when
devised collaboratively with parents and students, provide clear guidelines for all
stakeholders involved (Prunty 2011). Moreover, the constructivist approach to teacher
learning fosters meaningful and critical learning and deep understanding of complex
phenomena and interactions. Teachers construct their own understanding and knowledge of
the world, through experience and reflecting on those experiences, which can lead to
conceptual change (Bereiter 1994). They are active creators of their own knowledge. Casebased learning represents a constructivist approach to teacher learning and facilitates realworld engagement with conceptually complex phenomena like inclusive education.
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2.3 Leadership for Inclusive Education
Professional learning for sustainable change and improvement to practice is content focused,
provides support and feedback, and fosters individual and collective reflective practice
(Darling-Hammond, Hyler and Gardener 2017). It also requires the support of school leaders,
who play a critical role in fostering development of collaborative cultures capable of
increasing practitioners’ inclination to engage with professional learning (Fitzgerald 2018;
Kennedy 2006; Long 2018). Involvement of senior leadership and networked learning within
and across schools is a key factor in sustaining change and innovation to inclusive practices
(Bond, Hebron and Oldfied 2017; Kools and Stoll 2016). The significance of school leaders’
influence on ethos and culture is profound, impacting teacher attitudes and shaping inclusive
practice as a vehicle for improved performance (Graydon, 2006). School leaders have the
capacity to empower staff by distributing leadership across the school and building teachers’
confidence and competence as inclusive practitioners (Ainscow 2014; Fitzgerald 2018).
The closer leadership is to the site of learning, the greater the learning experience for all
students (Harris, 2001), particularly when the quality of learning and teaching is the single
most important factor contributing to student success (Leithwood et al. 2020). Therefore,
harnessing the collective and individual leadership capacity of all teachers leads to positive
organisational change (Harris and Jones 2020). Distributed leadership, when embedded in
schools, brings leadership closer to the site of learning, thus positively influencing the quality
of learning, teaching and assessment (Harris 2001). Leadership is no longer the preserve of
formal school senior leadership. When leadership is distributed across the school, and when
formal and informal distributions are based on patterns of expertise (Hulpia and Devos 2010)
it has the potential to promote inclusive cultures of commitment, collaboration, and
cooperation. Equally, when cultures of collaboration and collective approaches to
organisational improvement prevail, they encourage both formal and informal distributed
leadership (Ainscow and Sandill 2010; Hargreaves and Fullan 2012) and enable the
development of cohesive and integrated approaches to inclusive education in schools
(Fitzgerald et al. 2021).
The significance of formal middle leadership is evident in the literature (Gurr 2022) and in
recent educational policy, namely, DES Circulars 0003/2018 (post-primary) (DES 2018a) and
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0070/2017 (primary) (DES 2018b) Leadership and Management in Schools emphasise the
importance of team approaches to professional learning and school improvement. For
teachers tasked with leadership and coordination responsibility for inclusive and special
education in their schools (informally and formally), the relationships they develop with their
school principals is a critical factor influencing how they enact the role (Fitzgerald and Radford
2017; 2020). Additionally, while the most effective patterns of distribution will differ between
schools (because schools differ), the efficacy of distributed leadership in practice, according
to Hulpia and Devos (2010), is influenced by ‘the quality and distribution of leadership
functions, social interactions, cooperation of the leadership teams, and participative decisionmaking’ (cited in Leithwood et al. 2020, p. 13).
Within-school collaboration increases when school leadership teams support teachers to
develop systematic approaches to collaboration (Falkmer et al. 2015; Fitzgerald et al. 2021).
Collaborative practice enables teachers to be reflective of their own practice and open to
change (Elder et al. 2010; Tynan 2018) and presents opportunities for collegial sharing and
local level capacity-building (Fitzgerald et al. 2021). Transforming mindsets and practice can
create autism-friendly schools that cater for the needs of autistic students, while also
providing a better education for all students (Smith et al. 2014).
Teacher professional learning which leads to sustained and evidence-based school
improvement underlines the significance of systematic collaboration and commitment to
learning for all teachers invested in the education of diverse students. Effective inclusion
requires all staff to have a clear and shared understanding of the aims and expectations of
inclusion within their school. The imperative to align specialist knowledge, skills, and
competencies to patterns of distribution in schools reinforces the critical role of autismspecific professional learning for teachers who can champion and lead whole school
innovation in this area.

2.4 The Autism Friendly Schools Initiative: Leading and Sustaining
Organisational Change and Innovation
The AFSI aims to support schools in their provision of inclusive education for autistic students
using sustained, multi-modal approaches to teacher professional learning which encourage a
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collaborative and collective approach to organisational innovation. It seeks to build capacity,
confidence and competence within schools to be inclusive of autistic students and to do so in
a manner that is intentional and sustainable. Support for the development of integrated,
systematic, and data-informed school-wide approaches to provision for autistic students is
promoted through the AFSI, which acknowledges that teacher professional learning does not
occur in isolation and instead recognises the enabling power of cooperation, networked
learning across school boundaries, partnership and flexibility in the delivery of inclusive
education.
The ‘Saturation Model’, previously discussed, is designed to address some of the complexities
of provision of high-quality inclusive education and suggests that inclusion is best attained
when inclusive values and practices are embedded within and across all aspects of school life,
wherein all members of the school community demonstrate autism awareness, and more
importantly understanding. Harris (2018) proposes that awareness, i.e. ‘knowing something
exists’ (Harris 2018, p.xiv) is the first step in the journey towards meaningful inclusion for
autistic students but understanding involves ‘stepping into a person’s shoes and validating
their perspective’ (ibid.). The ‘agent of change’, a central figure within the model, has the
capacity to influence the beliefs and values of all members of the school community and
encourage autism awareness, empathy and understanding. Other core features of the
Saturation Model, embodied by the AFSI, include creating a positive and autism-friendly ethos
within the school, ensuring appropriate professional learning opportunities for staff, and
providing direct support and intervention for students.
Whole school professional learning is important in establishing a shared commitment
between all staff to support autistic students (Long 2018). Specialist training to develop skills
and competencies specific to evidence-based practices and assessment is important in
devising a whole school inclusive approach, collaborating with stakeholders, and
implementing effective strategies (Bond, Hebron and Oldfied 2017; Long 2018). Essentially,
the AFSI promotes the development of schools as learning organisations (Senge 1991; Kools
and Stoll 2016), wherein the key ‘agents of change’ (Morewood, Humphrey and Symes 2011)
are critical to organisational change and innovation to inclusive practices. In this context, the
AFSI as a model of sustained teacher professional learning is theoretically informed by the
integration of the ‘Saturation Model’ and ‘Schools as Learning Organisations’ both of which
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provide an analytic lens for understanding teachers’ experiences of the AFSI and its impact on
leading and sustaining change and innovation to inclusive practices for autistic students in
their schools (Fullan, 2018; Senge 1990; 2014; Senge, Cambron-McCabe, Lucas, Smith, and
Dutton, 2012).
Learning organisation theory gained traction in the late 1980s and publication of Senge's
(1990) The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of The Learning Organization contributed to
its popularity in educational settings. Various interpretations of the concept exist, but
consensus in the literature recognises the learning organisation as a mechanism for dealing
with rapid change that supports flexibly responsive approaches to innovation wherein the
learning capabilities of individuals within the organisation are continuously developing. Senge
(1990, p.3) describes the learning organisation as a place or space
..where people continually expand their capacity to create results they truly desire,
where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective
aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning how to learn together.
More recently, Kools and Stoll (2016) explored, in collaboration with the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), ‘What makes a school a learning
organisation?’ and propose an integrated ‘school as learning organisation’ model outlined in
Figure 2.2.
The model identifies seven ‘action-oriented dimensions’ (Kools and Stoll, p.1) or processes
schools must engage with to become learning organisations, each synergistically interacting
with the others to enable transformation (Kools et al. 2020).
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Figure 2.2. School as a learning organisation (Adapted from Kools and Stoll 2016, p.1)

Learning organisation theory is influenced by three theories; systems theory, organisational
learning and strategic management, where the latter underlines the role of leadership in
developing a learning organisation (Senge, 1990; Kools et al. 2020). Distributed leadership
approaches, discussed earlier, are promoted in schools as learning organisations (Kools and
Stoll 2016; Senge 1990; Spillane and Diamond 2007) which are shared across a team (Gronn
2009). The interplay between leadership and learning, and how it might lead to leadership for
learning when school leaders foster collaborative efforts to bring about purposeful change
(Kools and Stoll 2016; Swaffield and Macbeath 2009) is promoted in learning organisation
theory. It considers learning as a situated, collective and individual endeavour, and is a
complex activity dynamically linked to leadership in an ongoing cycle of action, participation,
reflection and collective and collaborative practice (Senge 1990; Swaffield and Macbeath,
2009).
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Theoretical frameworks such as Communities of Practice (Lave and Wenger 1991),
Adhocracies (Skrtic 1991) and Professional Learning Networks or Communities (Harris et al.
2017) overlap in many ways with learning organisation theory (Harris and Jones 2020) and all
emphasise the importance of democratic and shared approaches to professional learning and
collaborative professionalism (Hargreaves and O’Connor 2018), and by default, school
improvement. Policy initiatives to embed collaborative processes of school self-evaluation
through the ‘Looking At Our Schools Framework’ and ‘School Self-Evaluation’ in primary and
post-primary schools aim to provide direction and scaffolding for schools to build
communities engaged in collective cycles of evaluation, planning, action, reflection and
learning (DES Inspectorate 2016a; 2016b; DES 2018a; DES 2018b). Furthermore, not only does
the process of school self-evaluation inform the School Improvement Plan, but it also provides
a systematic approach to data collection from multiple stakeholders including students,
parents and school staff, a process which is mirrored in the AFSI. The work of the European
Agency for Special and Inclusive Education (EADSNE) offers insights on principles of both the
inclusive teacher and the role of leadership in promoting learning and a culture of learning
that is inclusive of students, and all in the school community. The EADSNE Profile of Inclusive
Teachers (2012) is used internationally to measure policy impact including use by the NCSE in
Ireland and in more recent times by the Teaching Council (CÉIM, 2020). The profile addresses
four key domains: Valuing Learner Diversity; Supporting All Students; Working with Others;
and Personal Professional Development as illustrated in Figure 2.3.

Figure 2.3 Profile of Inclusive Teachers (EADSNE 2012)
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Teachers’ professional learning can impact positively on student performance and teachers’
practice (NCCA 2010). Successfully implemented teacher professional learning has the
potential to improve teacher’s self-perceptions, increase willingness to take risks and foster
effective collaborative practice (Ainscow and Sandill 2010; Forde, McMahon, McPhee and
Patrick 2006; Kools and Stoll 2016) for real change and school improvement. Inclusive
education involves conceptual and lived complexity (O’Brien 2020), wherein progress is
reliant on the collaboration between key stakeholders (Armstrong 2017). Progress towards
inclusive education is evident in schools which are flexibly responsive to the needs of its
students and are willing to adapt to meet these needs (Booth and Ainscow, 2002; Norwich,
2010). Willingness to adapt is nurtured by a learning culture in schools (Ainscow and Sandill
2010; Senge 1990), but ability to adapt relies on teachers’ collective commitment to
professional learning (Easton 2008).
The AFSI framework for teacher professional learning aims to promote the development of
the seven dimensions of schools as learning organisations (Kools and Stoll 2016) in the
following ways:
•

The AFSI recognises the importance of developing a shared vision for inclusive practice
in schools which is centred on the learning of autistic students, and more broadly, all
students;

•

Participating teachers or ‘agents of change’ are encouraged to promote and support
the professional learning of all staff in their schools by facilitating focused and
evidence-based support, advice and professional learning to school staff;

•

Participating teachers or ‘agents of change’ are encouraged to promote and support
team learning and collaboration among all staff in their schools by establishing schoolbased communities of practice tasked with leading implementation of evidence-based
change and innovation.

•

The AFSI aims to supports schools in establishing a culture of inquiry, exploration and
innovation, and integrates the processes of school-self-evaluation developed in the
AFSI Toolkit, to support data-informed implementation of innovative inclusive
practices;

•

The AFSI Self-Evaluation Toolkit aims to embed a systematic approach to collecting
and exchanging knowledge and learning from all members of the school community,
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including students, parents and staff and use information to inform the School
Improvement Plan;
•

The AFSI aims to facilitate networked learning with and from the external environment
and larger system and aims to use the Community of Practice framework (Lave and
Wenger 1991) to facilitate collaborative and collegial learning and sharing within and
across schools; and

•

The AFSI aims to grow leadership for learning and recognises leadership as the
essential ingredient that binds all the separate parts of the learning organisation
together. Participants comprise members of senior leadership teams who are
instrumental in developing cultures, structures and conditions necessary to facilitate
professional dialogue, collaboration and knowledge exchange.

2.5 Conclusion
Inclusive education has developed at a pace which requires a flexible, whole-school response,
spearheaded by a senior leadership team which recognises the significance of distributed
leadership and collaborative ownership of learning for all students. Effective inclusion
requires all staff to have a clear and shared understanding of the aims and expectations of
inclusion within their school. The imperative to align specialist knowledge, skills and
competencies to patterns of distribution in schools reinforces the critical role of participants
of the AFSI as agents of change, leading evaluation, evidence-based innovation and inclusive
pedagogy across the school. The AFSI advocates a context-specific, sustained and reflective
model of teacher professional learning, which acknowledges the complex interplay between
individuals operating in dynamic learning organisations, and reflects the complexity of change
processes.
Inclusion cannot depend on the interest and commitment of a minority of individuals, a
principle underpinning the AFSI. The importance of systematic collaboration to enable sharing
of knowledge and learning allows all staff to lead learning for all students, but especially for
those who learn differently (Ainscow and Sandill 2010; Norwich 2010).
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Section Three: Methodology
Capturing Participant Perspectives of The Autism
Friendly Schools Initiative
3.0 Introduction
This research aims to capture these perspectives following engagement with Year One of the
AFSI. Specifically, this research project is designed to identify, from participant perspectives,
the elements of the AFSI delivery which were supportive of their efforts to enhance delivery
of inclusive education in their school, as per the Middletown Framework for Inclusion. The
research also aimed to uncover aspects of the AFSI requiring enhancement or modification,
with findings here informing future iterations of the AFSI. Further to this, the research sought
to identify the model of teacher professional learning which aligned most closely with the
AFSI. Identification of such a model is sought in order to facilitate the overarching aim of the
AFSI in ensuring sustainability of teacher professional learning in creating an inclusive school
culture. This section outlines the methods used to capture participants perspectives.

3.1 Methods
This research report seeks to honour and capture the views of teachers, SNAs and school
leaders who were involved in the initiative. The methods adopted were chosen to best
capture the experiences to date of those involved, as set against the initial questions posed
and the desired timeline of research actions.

3.1.1 Measures
Phase One: A survey was developed to examine the participants experiences of the AFSI,
including their experiences of the live events, learning gained and applied from engagement
with the AFSI participant awareness and understanding of inclusive education for autistic
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students, and participant engagement with the online Toolkit. Development of survey items
was informed by relevant literature and policy, the Middletown Framework for Inclusion (Daly
and Ring et al. 2016), and the objectives of the AFSI. In addition to demographic questions,
survey items focused on four themes: Goals and Motivations, Awareness Raising, Engagement
with 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’. The survey is included in Appendix A.
Phase Two: The second phase of the study involved semi-structured interviews with a
purposive sample of participants across primary and post-primary schools. The interview
schedule was developed following analysis of survey data, with the aim that data generated
from interviews in Phase 2 would expand upon survey findings. Interview questions focused
on participant role within their school, their engagement with AFSI, the degree to which
participation in AFSI impacted practices of teaching, learning, and collaboration, how
participants engaged with the Toolkit, and ways in which the AFSI could be improved upon
for future participants. The interview schedule is included in Appendix B.

3.1.2 Data Collection
Phase One: The survey was piloted with Year Two participants of the AFSI prior to being
distributed to all members of the Year One cohort. Piloting the survey ensures alignment
between the researchers’ and participants’ understanding of what the questions are asking
(Mertens 2014). The survey was distributed to all members of the Year One cohort in April
2021, with 55% of the cohort completing the survey.
Phase Two: The interview schedule was piloted with the first interview participant, whose
feedback indicated that no changes were needed to the interview schedule for subsequent
participants. Interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams, as public health guidelines at
the time did not permit in-person interviews.
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3.1.3 Participants
Demographic characteristics, including professional roles, school setting and DEIS
designation, school size, and autism special class allocation, were collected for all survey
participants. Demographic characteristics, including professional roles, school setting and
DEIS designation, school size, and autism special class allocation, were collected for all
participants. Results are displayed in Tables 3.1 and 3.2.

Table 3.1. Professional roles for all survey respondents, delineated across
school settings
Primary

Post-primary

ROLE

n

% of all
participants

n

% of all
participants

Total participants

31

57%

23

43%

Mainstream Teachers

12

22%

4

7%

SET

5

9%

2

4%

SENCO

1

2%

2

4%

Special Class Teacher

3

9%

3

6%

•

•

1

2%

Principal

1

2%

-

-

SNA

3

6%

2

4%

Multiple roles (e.g.
SET & SENCO,
mainstream
teacher & principal)

2

4%

9

17%

Deputy Principal
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Table 3.2 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

%

18

33%

10

19%

1 ASD Special Class

11

20%

2 ASD Special Classes

5

9%

3 or more ASD Special
Classes

10

19%

No ASD Special Class
Planning to open
Special Class soon

ASD

Phase Two: Five participants completed follow-up interview. Information about participant
professional role and school were collected during the interview. Results are displayed in
Table 3.3.
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Table 3.3. Professional roles for all interview participants
Participant*

Role

School

Lucy

SET

Post-primary

Paula

SET

Post-primary

Brendan

Mainstream
Subject Teacher

Post-primary

Suzanne

Mainstream Class
Teacher

Ciara

Special Class
Teacher

Primary

Early Intervention

* Pseudonyms
Interviewee participants represented a diverse range of backgrounds, expertise, and school
settings. Lucy held postgraduate qualifications in Special Educational Needs and Education of
Pupils on the Autism Spectrum. Lucy was an autism special class teacher in a non-DEIS postprimary school with student enrolment under 300 and two autism special classes. At the time
of interview, she had been employed in her school for six years. Paula held a postgraduate
qualification in Special Educational Needs and was a full-time Special Education Teacher (SET)
teacher in a non-DEIS post-primary school with approximately 700 students. At the time of
interview, she had been employed in her school for 1 year. Suzanne was a mainstream class
teacher in a non-DEIS primary school with approximately 640 enrolled students, and with an
autism special class due to be introduced in the upcoming academic year. Brendan was a
mainstream teacher in a single-sex non-DEIS post-primary school. At the time of interview,
Brendan had held this post for twenty-four years. Ciara was undertaking a postgraduate
qualification in autism studies at the time of interview and was an autism special class teacher
in an early intervention class within a primary school. Ciara’s school had three autism special
classes.
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3.1.4 Data Analysis
Phase One: Distributions for Likert scale items indicate the percentage of respondents who
endorsed ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘neutral’, ‘disagree’ or ‘strongly disagree’ for each item.
Responses to short answer questions were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clark
2006; Braun and Clark 2021).
Phase Two: Two members of the research team engaged in interviews with participating
teachers. Interview data were subsequently analysed by three members of the research team
using thematic analysis and involved an iterative process comprising six phases (Braun and
Clarke 2006; Bazeley 2013). Two researchers engaged in independent coding and
categorisation of data to enhance reliability of codes (Armstrong et al. 1997). Examples of
codes included: school level capacity building, teaching strategies supported all students,
teacher motivation to participate in AFSI, building partnerships with parents, leading change.
Key themes subsequently emerged following two levels of analysis. Level one analysis
involved review of both codebooks for coherence and consensus across codes. Level two
refinement of themes involved a rigorous process of omitting themes, merging themes, and
separating larger themes into two, which were synthesised thematically in the codebook
(Gibbs 2007). Following this phase, the entire research team met to consider the
interpretation of data and theorising from the data, and to ensure that each theme told a
‘story’, which contributed to the ‘overall story’ of the data related to the research questions.
A sample of the final Codebook is appended to the Report (Appendix C).

3.2 Quality of the Research
It is important to demonstrate that this study was conducted in a way that makes transparent
its value and its quality. It is acknowledged that threats to validity and reliability cannot be
completely erased, but instead procedures may be put in place to mitigate these threats in
an ethical and transparent manner throughout the research process (Stake 1995). The quality
of the current study is addressed by determining trustworthiness of the findings (Cresswell
and Miller 2000). The study needs to convince the reader that findings are genuine and
derived from data. Therefore, analysis of data across both quantitative and qualitative phases
of the study followed rigorous, transparent and systematic procedures which resulted in the
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compilation of an electronic database. This database preserved and presented data in an
accessible format that will provide a chain of evidence or audit trail from which other
investigators can review evidence directly and determine for themselves if the findings are
justified (Lincoln and Guba 1985; Yin 2014).
Establishing trustworthiness in quantitative research generally addresses internal and
external validity and reliability, and in qualitative research depends on the credibility,
dependability, confirmability and transferability of the findings (Lincoln and Guba, 2000).
Specific methods adopted by the research team to establish the trustworthiness of the
research process and findings are illustrated in Table 3.4.

Table 3.4. Methods Adopted in Establishing Trustworthiness in the Research
Quality Indicator

Measure Adopted

Internal Validity and

Triangulation of data sources and collection methods: anonymised

Credibility

surveys; semi-structured interviews; literature review.
Raw data used in reporting.
Researcher positionality and attention to researcher as data
collection method reflected in methodology and analysis.

External Validity and

Contextualising of the research context, rich description of research

Transferability

participants and methods employed to collect and analyse data.

Reliability and

Methodological triangulation.

Dependability
Objectivity and

Transparent and systematic application of all procedures outlined

Confirmability

above.

3.3 Limitations
Phase One: Given that the survey was informed by current literature, policy, the Middletown
Framework for Inclusion, and the AFS Initiative objectives, it can be considered to accurately
capture variables relevant for understanding the impact of engagement in the AFS Initiative
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on participants. However, the survey did not undergo psychometric validation e.g.
confirmatory factor analysis or reliability analysis, which prevented the researchers from
conducting statistical analyses.
The response rate for the survey was 55%, and thus responses cannot be considered
representative of all Year One participants. While there is debate within the literature
regarding an acceptable response rate for online surveys within education research, a
response rate of 50 – 60 per cent is generally considered acceptable (Anseel et al. 2010; Nulty
2008). Further, the responses may represent a sampling bias i.e. those who opted to complete
the survey may have had particularly positive views of the AFS Initiative. However, given the
range of responses provided by participants, outlined below, there is no clear evidence of
sampling bias.
Phase Two: The researchers had intended to complete semi-structured interviews with six
participants from varying background i.e. different school roles, school types and sizes,
geographical location, etc. However, recruitment of participants proved challenging and
resulted in five interviews being conducted, rather than the desired six. Notably, recruitment
of participants for semi-structured interviews took place in May and June, at the close of an
exceptionally demanding year for all educators and, by extension, all participants of AFSI. As
such, end of year fatigue may have deterred AFSI participants from volunteering to participate
in interviews. However, analysis of interview data indicates that saturation was reached
following interviews with five participants.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams due to public health
guidelines at the time of data collection, which perhaps inhibited a fully natural dialogue
during the interview process. The virtual format of interviews may also have hampered the
researcher’s capacity to interpret visual and non-verbal cues, potentially decontextualising
aspects of the interview content (Balushi, 2018). Further, recruitment of participants for
semi-structured interviews may have been hampered by the ‘digital divide’ (Sy et al., 2020),
wherein potential participants who lacked confidence or indeed appropriate software or
internet access to participate in virtual interviews may have refrained from volunteering to
participate.
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3.4 Conclusion
This section presented the methods adopted during the research process and addressed
issues relating to the quality of the research. The next section will present the findings from
the data generated through surveys and semi-structured interviews with participants of the
AFSI. An integrated and thematic presentation of findings from both phases of the research
structures the section.
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Section Four: Findings
4.0 Introduction
The findings from the study clearly show that AsIam and those responsible for the AFSI are
deserving of much praise for constructing, conducting and completing a programme of
support for schools at a time when school personnel were under considerable pressure in
responding to the manifold challenges posed by the Covid-19 pandemic. It merits noting also
that such work is done with the cooperation of colleagues as there is no additional funding
for substitution cover or related expenses to engage with the ASFI.
The findings are outlined below and are drawn from the initial survey and subsequent
interviews conducted with participants. The results were firstly analysed under four key
themes: Goals and Motivations, Awareness Raising, Engagement with Toolkit, and Models of
Professional Learning. Analysis of subsequent interviews revealed additional themes such as
Leading Change, Working with Parents and Leading the work of the school, as illustrated in
Figure 4.1. These themes are the focus of this section of the report and while inductive in their
emergence from the research they in turn resonate with components of the Middletown
Framework and the EADSNE Profile of Inclusive Teachers (2012). The chapter concludes by
paying attention to some of the possibilities and pitfalls that AsIam may wish to consider as
set against the findings shared to date and future plans for the AFS initiative.
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Figure 4.1. Overview of Emergent Themes from Composite Data Analysis

4.1 Theme One: Participant Goals and Motivations
Survey respondents answered short open-ended questions regarding their goals and
motivations for participating in the AFSI, with responses being thematically analysed (Braun
and Clarke 2006; 2021). Sub-themes identified included participants:
•

desire to promote inclusion;

•

increase awareness of autism within their school;

•

provide supports for autistic learners across both mainstream and specialised school
settings;

•

build capacity across the whole school team for supporting autistic learners; and
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•

wish to enhance teaching skills in order to best support autistic learners. Key themes
and illustrative quotes are displayed in Figure 4.2.

Figure 4.2: Sub-themes identified relating to survey respondents' goals and motivations

The desire to promote inclusive practices is a common goal and motivation among
participants, which was further reinforced by interviewed teachers. Of note was the respect
among participants for the work of AsIam in general and that this motivated them to become
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involved. ‘You feel like you’re part of something bigger and better than yourself… and I was
delighted to be associated with the brand if you like’ (Ciara). Others spoke of the interplay
between personal and professional worlds where a desire to do the best they can for autistic
relatives and students caused them to seek out professional learning opportunities. Again,
that emerging sense of engaging in actions with an organisation such as AsIam, that has a
strong public profile, is noteworthy.
The involvement of those interviewed was also encouraged by recent school developments
where they were, for example, given responsibility for a special class, or recently appointed
to coordinate programmes or because they had moved to a new school. That the AFSI is
context-sensitive in its design appears to motivate a wide-range of participants to become
involved and benefit from the experience. The initiative’s focus on supporting each setting
being ‘more autism friendly’ irrespective of whether such setting is a special class, special
school or mainstream school or mainstream class appeals to participants as they can ‘make
their own’ of the programme in their own school.
The motivation to support colleagues and build capacity within the school is frequently
referenced by participants. While often not seeing themselves as leaders they reveal a strong
sense of leading out on raising awareness of autism among staff and supporting colleagues to
offer evidence-informed supports. These supports are not just in the social domain but also
in the pedagogical domain, wherein one participant observed ‘both domains interact
seamlessly with one another inside and outside the classroom’ (Paula).
While not clearly stated, there is an emerging implicit sense of ownership of the initiative by
participants. The AFSI honours the voice of participants and their contexts by the manner in
which the workshops are arranged. Both workshops and Toolkit are invitational by design
which by its very nature might account for the high levels of motivation witnessed among
those surveyed. The workshops also draw upon the official DES language of individual and
collective review as captured in Looking At Our Schools (LAOS) (DES Inspectorate 2016) and
related documents. Indeed, the initiative honours the spirit of LAOS by inviting participants
to use the framework to advance an area of particular interest for the school community.
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4.2 Theme Two: Awareness Raising
Survey respondents 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 teaching practice, enhanced reflections on teaching practices,
shared learning with school community, and implementation of learning during school
closures.
Results from Likert-scale items reveal that the majority of respondents agree or strongly agree
that participation in the AFSI has increased their awareness of autism and inclusive education,
across each of the above areas. Responses for individual items are displayed in Figure 4.3

Figure 4.3. Likert-scale item responses for Theme Two: Awareness Raising

For each of the above questions, survey respondents were prompted to elaborate briefly on
their response by completing an open-ended question. Results to these open-ended
questions were aggregated and thematically analysed. Sub-themes identified included;
•

an increased awareness of the necessity of adopting a school-wide approach to
inclusive education;
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•

enhanced practices which promote active listening to the autistic learner’s voice;

•

a shift in focus from learner deficits to learner strengths; and

•

shared learning across the school as a result of participation in the AFS Initiative.

Key sub-themes and illustrative quotes are displayed in Figure 4.4.

Figure 4.4. Sub-themes identified for Theme Two: Awareness Raising

The AFSI clearly encourages teachers to reflect and the benefits of the initiative are that such
reflection is done in a more collective manner which leads to more collective and
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collaborative responses (Ainscow and Sandill 2010). Significantly 62% of survey respondents
declared that their understanding of inclusive education had changed following the ASFI. This
change centred on a number of key factors. A deeper understanding of the imperative, as
opposed to the perceived optional, nature of collaborative whole-school practices to ensure
the best available support for learners was developed, as indicated by Paula during interview.
‘Yeah, it has highlighted the expertise that is on the staff, it has highlighted the gaps,
it has highlighted the core team, it can’t be one or two, it has to be everybody but there
has to be a small core group driving it and that is needed in the school, to consolidate
that team, get them working together. It has highlighted the importance of it.’
(Paula)
It should also be noted that this participant observes that the AFSI adopts a dividend rather
than a deficit approach, to not only students but also to staff. In raising awareness, the AFSI
draws attention to and celebrates existing good practices and practitioners in schools as well
as attending to areas for development. This point cannot be lost, especially in the challenging
climate of the past two years, and may in part account for the success of the initiative given
its ability to simultaneously support and challenge schools.
Another key factor identified is the voice of the learner and their family.
‘Also, from listening to the experiences of students has been like… It's overwhelming
really you know. Any psychologists can come in and like they can talk to you about this
that and do a staff training day and that. But when you listen to the experiences of
students, who have gone through the system that are on the spectrum, it really really
hits home about the changes that need to be put in place and you know, different ways
that we need to look at supporting them. That's really directly come from AsIAm.’
(Lucy)
The AFSI leads by example and having student voice at the heart of the programme is
repeatedly seen as a key learning moment for participants and indeed is identified as a
moment of inspiration for many. ‘It pulls the parent, student, teacher voice all together’ and
confirms for another survey respondent that:
‘Parents were actually very, very good at identifying their own children's needs, maybe
perhaps you know their skills, maybe perhaps they were very good at identifying what
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the school was doing and where they may suggestions, they were usually very
practical.’

In keeping with understandings associated with collaborative professionalism (Hargreaves
and O’Connor 2017) and communities of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991) the whole-school
approach, while possibly never quite fully achievable, is closer to being realised as a result of
this initiative. Of note is the emerging broader interpretation of school community to include
not just all staff but also all students and their families. While not within the remit of this
study the emerging increased sense of professionalism among teachers may be a vicarious
but nonetheless significant outcome of this initiative.

4.3 Theme Three: Engagement with the Toolkit
Survey respondents answered both Likert-scale and short open-ended questions to assess
their engagement with the AFS Toolkit, and interviewees also made regular references to the
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.
Results indicate that over half of survey respondents agree or strongly agree that engagement
with the Toolkit has enhanced or supported their practices across each of the above domains.
However, for each item, approximately 40% of respondents provided a response of ‘neutral’
across domains, indicating that engagement with the Toolkit was not impactful for these
respondents. Individual item responses are displayed in Figure 4.5.
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Figure 4.5. Likert-scale item responses for Theme Three: Engagement with Toolkit

Survey participants were invited to respond to short open-ended questions and to report on
the utility and applicability of the Toolkit, challenges to adopting the Toolkit, and impact of
remote learning on engagement with the Toolkit. Results were thematically analysed. Subthemes identified included:
•

challenges engaging with school management;

•

benefits of using the Toolkit to identify school strengths and needs; and

•

the impact of Covid and resultant school closures restricting engagement with the
Toolkit.

Key sub-themes and illustrative quotes are displayed in Figure 4.6.
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Figure 4.6. Sub-themes identified for Theme Three: Engagement with Toolkit

There is a clear welcome among participants for the Toolkit and a clear recognition of its
current and potential impact on supporting collective reflection, action and evaluation.
Overall, it would appear that the closure of schools and the impact in general of the pandemic
saw the Toolkit ‘take a back seat’. Therefore, any judgements on its impact might be best
reserved for a later date. That said some of the emerging commentary may assist with its
development including a request that it be made more user-friendly and shortened in places,
with questionnaires that are more bespoke in nature for their respective audiences.
Paula best captures the sentiment in relation to the toolkit when stating:
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‘…a lot of the toolkit has been really, really great. But a lot of it, we're only starting to
develop it. So, it's been a huge amount of work. Even in terms of like student support
plans, student support files and sharing the information with teachers communicating.
But the stuff that we've learned, that we've learned from AsIAm has been really
beneficial for us but I don't feel that we've rolled it out. We haven't had enough time I
suppose, to roll it out through the staff.’
(Paula)
Evidence of the Toolkit being used to share practice among and across schools is most
encouraging as is the recognition of the Toolkit offering a common language in which to
reflect collectively on not just challenges but also successes. On a less positive but hugely
insightful and helpful note is the Toolkit survey findings revealing where colleagues are in the
context of promoting an autism friendly school. The insight into how colleagues might think
about the topic was revealed to Suzanne when the survey of staff was returned.
‘… it's what is coming out of the survey that we have certain teachers that are coming
from a completely different perspective, and I suppose that's the whole point of the
survey. Is that you know, they might be kind of very narrow minded in how they're
thinking of how to support like you know to be more inclusive in our school. Whereas,
it’s kind of blatantly obvious to me or another teacher or an SNA like you know, so I
suppose I'm answering my own question there that like, yeah, it definitely was like eye
opening.’
(Suzanne)
A practical outcome of engaging with the Toolkit is captured again by Paula.
‘So, from the Toolkit, what we see is huge, is the lack of in sensory space like the quiet
space in the back of the sensory space. So we've got funding to develop some of the
garden into like a sensory garden. That has kind of directly come from the training that
we did with AsIAm.’
(Paula)
The alignment with school self-evaluation processes is also acknowledged and in short, the
Toolkit offers plenty of potential but does need some attention at this point. There is also
emerging evidence to suggest that the Toolkit has assisted to open up conversations among
teachers. While the effect of the Toolkit may be often more vicarious than direct and in turn
contingent on clearly more than one variable, this connection between, for example, the
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survey being distributed and the opening up of professional conversations will be raised in
the final section under authentic communities of practice.
The Toolkit, while deemed helpful is also in need of attention. At a whole-school level it
appears underused in the context of school self-evaluation and no mention is made in
interviews about the Toolkit’s possible contribution to a School Improvement Plan. With
regard to its usefulness, it is not always seen to be fit for purpose. It is described as ‘too
ambitious’ and ‘too long’ by interviewees, Lucy and Suzanne. Of note is the challenge of a
large number of questions (55 items) and the need to circumvent some ‘glitchy’ dimensions
which required the forms to be printed.
‘And the 50 something questions... Some of the parents and staff... and we printed
them and sent them out and we emailed them and they kind of glazed their eyes over
at it’
(Lucy)
More practical recommendations suggest the language could be altered, and more bespoke,
to support both students and parents in finding it more accessible.
‘I know we want everybody’s voice. I don't feel the questions in all of them necessarily
reflected it because we spent part of our time explaining to parents, the more
technical side or managerial side of in-house kind of management of teaching. And
we spend quite a lot of time explaining things to parents 'cause they don't really
understand how the structure is. They know there's a principal, a deputy and then they
think there's a heap of us. Do you know what I mean? They don't. They didn't really
understand some of that didn't know what CPD meant’
(Lucy)
The same interviewee observed that:
‘…we'd pupils on the spectrum … And they struggled a lot with some of the questions
'cause they're just not in their sphere of interest. They're not remotely caring was what
they were telling me, as to whether a teacher had the CPD or not. Their kids, they
assume it's done. Yeah, like I didn't. I don't feel a lot of the questions are user friendly
for our student voice element.’
(Lucy)
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The Toolkit highlighted good practice and areas for development in schools. Similarly, the
Toolkit itself is an example of good practice but it also needs to be further developed. Further
developments should note Lucy's observation on the Toolkit capturing students’ voices ‘Yeah,
they would have liked it a bit more to do with their role in the school or as they see themselves,
you know and how they can develop themselves’.

4.4 Theme Four: Models of Professional Learning
Questions in the survey phase of the research 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 the AFSI to
learners with other learning needs, and the degree to which this type of professional learning
supports participants efforts to improve their practices.
Results from Likert-scale items reveal an overwhelming endorsement of the impact of the
AFSI live events on participant understanding of the strengths and needs of autistic learners.
Fifty-seven per cent of respondents reported that engagement with the AFSI supported their
efforts to develop a community of practice within their own school, although by contrast over
80% of respondents indicated that participation did not support them in establishing a
community of practice with other schools. Encouragingly, 76% of respondents reported that
they have applied their learning from the AFSI to support learners with other additional
learning needs, demonstrating transferability of learning from the initiative. When asked
whether this model of professional learning supported participant efforts to improve practice
within their school, 89% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed. Responses for individual
items are displayed in Figure 4.7.
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Figure 4.7. Likert-scale item responses for Theme Four: Models of Professional Learning

For each of the above questions, respondents were prompted to elaborate briefly on their
response by completing an open-ended question, with results being aggregated and
thematically analysed. Respondents were also asked to identify ways in which the AFS
Initiative could be improved. Sub-themes identified included:
•

the importance of listening to the autistic voice;

•

engagement with the AFSI as a catalyst for dialogue amongst school staff;

•

impact of Covid-19 on developing a community of practice; and

•

transferability of learning from the AFS Initiative to learners with other additional
needs.

Key sub-themes and illustrative quotes are displayed in Figure 4.8.
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Figure 4.8. Sub-themes identified for Theme Four: Models of Professional Learning

A significant, and very welcomed, feature of the ASFI is that it seeks to embed good practice
over time and always keeps an eye to a socio-cultural approach to improving the learning and
teaching environment for autistic students. With a few exceptions this sets it apart from other
forms of professional learning and is, especially as set against official supports, a unique
feature of the initiative.
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‘Am I supposed to get it's more about kind of the school culture and trying to make it
a nicer environment, whereas when you go to other CPD courses it's trying to deal
with you know all ‘those kinds of behaviours’ and this is what you do and how to do
it. Whereas, AFS makes you want to take a step back and say right? I have all these
things under control, but how am I actually facilitate and everything else that's going
on how my kind of making this a nice environment…’
(Suzanne)
In a similar fashion Lucy speaks of the cultural dimension and how the AFSI fuses culture and
leadership for the benefit of all.
‘But in terms of this sort of training as opposed to other CPD training. I think this is,
creating a culture within the school. It's not just training the staff to understand autism
or to how to have an autism friendly classroom, or how-to different methodologies or
how to deal with a meltdown. It's creating a culture within... And we’ve a really strong,
like our leadership team is really behind us and really really supportive and I think that
actually goes down throughout the school’
(Brendan)
Lucy adds that the engagement of senior management in the initiative combined with the
longevity of the interaction allows a cultural change to take place. This is in marked contrast
to the assertion that many professional learning experiences, while helpful, are somewhat
fragmented when compared to the efforts of the AFSI. Continuity of engagement is important.
‘Yeah, it's not just, that you did the CPD, you did the training and then move on. This is
kind of its… it's becoming embedded in school in the school culture and because it's
ongoing, three dates during the year and then three dates next year. And then I'm not
sure what’s on the cards for after that. But because it's ongoing, it's really becoming
embedded.’
(Lucy)
One of the unique features of the ASFI is the access to learners’ voice and the experiences
shared by autistic learners of learning to learn in schools. The use of learner voice in
supporting professional learning is clear and an emerging finding is the use of learner voice in
determining the success or otherwise of school and classroom practices.
‘And then others like the parts where we actually had, we were listening to children
who had gone through the system, I found that so beneficial. So, when people come in
who are autistic and they spoke about their experiences, that really kind of grabbed
my attention so watching that primary evidence of what like…children have gone
through in school. My first thing feeling was one of guilt. I had hoped nobody ever felt
like that when I had them, you know. It was very, very sad to hear, kind of like some of
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their circumstances and like you know, some of those kids that were only out of school
probably five or ten years. That really kind of got me okay’
(Suzanne)
Workshop providers may wish to note that the emotional retrospection undertaken by
teachers who have listened to former students recount their experiences merits sensitive
consideration. That sense of guilt above was echoed by two other teachers interviewed.
Brendan spoke euphemistically of ‘not being an angel’ across his career as a teacher, or as a
student.
‘I'd love every teacher to get AsIAm training. Everyone of us. It opened up so much for
me and probably missed opportunities with kids would be the greatest thing you know.
We're very much a results-based school. 90% of the lads go to college. I probably be a
little bit… I'd step back a little bit from that now…’
(Brendan)
Building on that authentic voice of the former student and the authentic reaction of the
teacher offers potential for future workshops to explore the concept of authentic
communities of practice. Wenger et al. (2014) speak of authentic storytelling and the power
of one authentic story to encourage others, in turn, to share their story and their possible
next steps.
Clearly, opportunities to have professional conversations with one another have been
facilitated by the initiative. The AsIam brand and the Toolkit bring a legitimacy to such
discussions and the invitational nature of engaging with the process, as set against the
perception of improvement being imposed by external sources such as the DES, the NCSE and
other State Bodies, is an important aspect of the work and the manner in which it is being
undertaken.
Just as the ASFI has correctly aligned with DES related aspects of School Self-Evaluation and
related school improvement practices, it may now wish to explore how the ASFI aligns with
models of teachers’ professional learning as captured by Cosán (The Teaching Council 2016).
This could be relatively easily achieved as ASFI and Cosán are built on the principles of
promoting teacher professionalism and professional learning by acknowledging the multiple
pathways to improved practice including the power of intra- and inter-school collaboration.
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Seeking to create and support communities of practice in a pandemic is a challenge within a
school, never mind across schools. While the engagement with other schools is reportedly
limited this may be explained by not only the pandemic but rather by an understanding that
the intra-school space needs time to develop in tandem with the inter-school cooperation.
With teachers now possessing new-found digital skills arising from online teaching and
learning the inter-school ambition of the initiative may benefit in turn from the use of
technology to establish inter-school relationships. Evidence in the form of informal WhatsApp
groups being established would suggest such is very possible. Indeed, Ciara’s experience
suggests inter-school relationships are being formed, but clearly more can be achieved.
‘So, well I think it's I think as an initiative I think it's so valuable I think you know
because it is like I said it's not just a CPD training that you do. You train and you go
back to school and think, Oh yeah, I’ll put those into practice and then forget about it.
As are you know I think because it's continuous it's ongoing, it's something that for
always reflecting, is helping, it helps us to reflect on our practice. And looking at the
students’ experiences in school and had to make them much more supportive and
much more positive for them. So, I suppose in terms of the initiative it's fantastic. I'd
like to see it ongoing. I think schools need support so I think the initiative is building
capacity in that it's helping us develop our confidence but it's also helping us develop
relationships with other schools and that's I think where the capacity is.’
(Ciara)
These in turn can be extended to raising awareness among the wider student population and
in turn to more generic understandings associated with good inclusive practices that can
include, as per the Middletown Framework, a collective response that sees engagement with
all members of the community who engage with the learner. The respect in which AsIam is
held, and its status and actions to date in the wider community, offers it unique opportunities
for such suggestions to be realised.
‘So that's what will maintain it within the wider community. I think I think building
communities of practice when you developed relationships with other schools and
you've got that support there, as AsIAm maybe kind of moves back slightly and says
well they're up and running and they might need to maybe like check in every so often
or they might you know do a refresher day every so often. They keep building the
capacity within us as schools to develop our schools as autism friendly so I think in that
respect it's a fabulous program. That's what kind of sets it apart’
(Lucy)
81

The goal of the AFSI includes transferability of learning from the AFS Initiative to learners with
other additional needs. As Hargreaves and Braun (2012) declare ‘what is essential for some,
is good for all’ and this is clearly the case in this project. To illustrate the point Suzanne’s
example is shared below with regard to the benefits of a visual timetable.
‘I devised a visual timetable to support one student. The whole lot of them not, not
just the child, you know that it was originally set up for. They were all crowded around
the whiteboard to have a look at the timetable. And that is but one of many examples
as I remember we were talking about the regulation kind of strategies and
organisation strategies. They work for every single child in this class.’
(Suzanne)
Lucy in turn spoke of the multiple impact of the initiative.
‘Yeah, I definitely do think that you know having an initiative like this within the school
and just seeing all these little initiatives going on, has a much broader impact on all
inclusion and diversity in school…So developing an inclusive culture, whether it's
through the AsIAm programme and you're focusing on autism, but it has the knock on
of being effective, of developing overall, fully into a school culture. So yeah, it has a
huge role to play as part of the improvement plan.’
(Lucy)

4.5 Theme Five: Leading Change
One key emerging theme from the research to date is the importance of leadership and
understanding how change/improvement can take place and be sustained. The AFSI has and
continues to recognise these points and that AsIam intentionally walks with schools over time
is a clear indicator of such an approach. Such actions should not be underestimated as they
instill confidence in practitioners who speak of ‘knowing AsIam are at the end of an email’
(Ciara). Such support adds to teachers’ confidence in engaging with colleagues and in being
more authentic and honest in their interactions which in turn support colleagues to continue
to make inquiries, reveal their vulnerabilities and seek to find better ways of being a teacher.
Suzanne shares:
‘And people you know started talking, well that was actually really good. Like I really
enjoyed that and … then as time has gone on, like over the last kind of month or two
like there's people kind of coming together and saying, you know what I'm having
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experienced this behaviour in my class. I'm wondering what I can do? And I think you
know what I actually did a course and here is what I found. Or you know something
that I heard on the webinar, so there's a lot more conversation happening like you
know.’
(Suzanne)
Participants also spoke of the language that is emerging in part as a result of the Toolkit but
also because of the confidence that the AFSI is helping develop among teachers. At a very
basic level the terminology alone is an area that Suzanne highlighted as important in leading
out change. Not just in terms of leading colleagues but Suzanne believed that colleagues also
found the confidence to lead students in conversations about autism.
‘And I learned, the number one thing that it has really open my eyes up to is the
terminology. I would have been terrified of using the wrong terminology when talking
about Autism. But like I remember it like we might, we might have been discussing it
for about 15 minutes before like you know do we say child with autism? Do we say
autistic child? Is it an AS class? Is it an autism unit? Like there was just so much
discussion and I'd be a little bit more confident kind of being able to use the
terminology now like and that it's okay like some people will want to be referred to as
autistic because that it's just, it's them as a whole package. Some people like to keep
it separate and that's okay as well. So yeah, that like that, that was amazing, like that
from the start I got.’
(Suzanne)
In turn Suzanne spoke, as others did, about the opportunities to discuss autism with her
class.
‘I was always afraid that the children in my class were going to treat the boy as if he is
he's the boy with special needs, and we have to make sure will look after him and let
him win games and the whole lot. Whereas we were actually able to have those
conversations about. No, you don't have to let them win that. That's not the whole
point of being aware of autism and like then by the end we were kind of saying we're
understanding autism, you know, so 100%. It really impacted again, kind of confidence
to be able to talk about it…We have to talk about it like you know, we’re dealing with
seven-year-olds and their comprehension they have in terms of inclusivity and autism,
it's just amazing.’
(Suzanne)
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Ciara spoke of having the confidence and understanding and also the language to work with
parents and shares how the AFSI gave an insight into the world of parents.
‘And you know, I didn't know why parents were so angry. Like if you were ever kind of
saying anything, whereas when he says like they're always fighting for their kids, that
really hit home for me. So that like that was a huge change from each kind of say look
at everything is okay and trying to be positive…But saying, you know, I'm telling this
because I want to get through this and more through which your child and want to
work through it with you like I'm fighting for them as well, you know it might not be in
the same corner but we're definitely, you know, fighting the same fight.’
(Ciara)

An area where the AFSI may wish to consider devoting more attention relates to supporting
the teacher leader between the workshops and in particular exploring how to navigate the
staffroom and implement change in a manner that is sustainable, manageable and safe.
Suzanne states:
‘I felt quite awkward being kind of like the, because I was the one going to all of the
meetings. How am I supposed to bring back all of this information? I'm not in, like I
don't even have an Assistant Principalship post, but yet I'm the one trying to tell
everyone in my school, this is what we should be doing.’
(Suzanne)
She continued by recognising the importance of a supportive senior leadership team. While
the AFSI also recognises same, it may be worthwhile to explore how the workshops might
tease such scenarios out for colleagues, and essentially promote some authentic case-based
learning, so as to support their work in their respective settings. Such could be done in the
company of senior leaders also, who in turn can be both provider and recipient of insights on
how to lead desired changes in schools.
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‘Oh, you know, I, I think I guess it's definitely important for you to have like
management on your focus group, because I like, I’d find it very hard now to start
telling teachers who are 10, 15, 20 years more experienced than I am. Look like, we
have to be more inclusive and this is how you're going to do it like?’
(Suzanne)

4.6 Theme 6: Engagement with Parents
The AFSI offers the gift of confidence to teachers to engage more professionally with parents
and, as captured above, in a manner that is more sympathetic and understanding. The AFSI is
a practical example of the aspirations shared by both the Middletown Framework (Daly and
Ring et al. 2016) and the EADSNE Profile of Inclusive Teachers (EADSNE 2012) particularly in
reference to parents. Paula observed
‘It would probably give me the confidence to approach parents first because I think an
awful lot of the focus is that caregivers are a great resource that we don't use enough'.
(Paula)
This point is worth retaining in the context of parental involvement in planning (O’Byrne
2018), supporting and assessing progress as captured by effective individual educational
planning (Dunleavy-Lavin et al. 2018; Prunty 2011) and similar schools supports.
Of note for AsIam is the benefits for Lucy in being associated with not just the AFSI but with
AsIam, as perceived by parents. ‘And anybody that we've spoken to and said that the school
is on the AsIAm programme, parents have been like so delighted, like really really delighted'.
These comments are significant and a strength of the programme is the emerging sense of
confidence among teachers, and possibly parents, in supporting learning in collaboration with
one another.
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4.7 Theme 7: Leading the Work of Schools
A second key finding that relates to leadership is that of leading pedagogy in schools. Spillane
(2019, p.65) reminds us to focus on teaching, learning and assessment when we talk about
the work of schools. He asks ‘are we leading the schoolhouse or the work of the schoolhouse?’
This gentle reminder to focus on teaching and learning and assessment is an important one
in the context of this Report. While pedagogy is emphasised by the initiative it is suggested
that more emphasis be devoted to capturing how teaching, learning and assessment
practices, both at individual and collective level, that promote autism friendly schools are
nurtured by colleagues in a systemically collaborative manner (Fitzgerald et al. 2021; Kools
and Stoll 2016).
This concern is not confined to the AFSI and indeed the recent Evaluation of Educational
Provision for Students with ASD in Special Classes Attached to Mainstream Schools (DES
Inspectorate 2020) illustrates the confusion between classroom practices that support
autistic students’ readiness for learning such as outlined earlier e.g. a visual schedule and
practices that support learning itself e.g. the use of visuals such as graphic organisers (mind
maps, concept maps, Venn diagrams). The AFSI is well-placed to address this concern should
it wish to do so. Leadership is again to the fore in this discussion but so too is classroom
practice and having access to classrooms and to practices deemed successful by colleagues.
In turn a shared problem-solving approach can support similar goals where teachers and SNAs
come together to address concerns and/or share successes (Ainscow and Sandill 2010;
Fitzgerald et al. 2021; Harris and Jones 2020). Again, placing a stronger emphasis on building
this into workshops, especially for returning schools, may well reap rich rewards. Lucy’s
commentary illustrates this point succinctly. She speaks of team teaching as ‘It's fantastic. It's
a fantastic way to give in class support and supports the other teacher, and to get a real sense
of what's going on classroom’. She adds how such deployment of staff is a key vehicle for
change in her school:
‘So, I think team teaching is really really good for helping with differentiation in class
and I think it really really helps teachers differentiate. And also, I think it'll it also helps
the mainstream teacher, you know because the conversations start happening after or
beforehand, where you think it helps the mainstream teacher understand the different
learning styles, different learning strategies. It is not always a special Ed teacher that's
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always going to be in, you know doing team teaching. In an ideal world it would be
and so it's yeah, I think I think for somebody to have done the AsIAm training and to
have gotten the you know the different teaching and learning strategies and
methodologies and be able to take them into the classroom, to be able to pass them
along, to demonstrate them in action to the other teacher, helps to build capacity
among staff.’
(Lucy)

Lucy’s points align with research on effective team teaching (Ó Murchú and Conway 2018)
and remind us once more of the central role of teachers is to teach (Teaching Council 2016)
but that it is increasingly a collaborative exercise (Hargreaves and O’Connor 2018; Kools and
Stoll 2016).

4.8 Conclusion
The AFSI has clearly been a success. The emerging themes as identified by participants’ data
offer insights regarding the impact of the initiative and will guide on future actions AsIAm may
wish to consider as the initiative continues to develop. The final section of this Report returns
to more recent research and policy developments to review the findings and offers some
recommendations for AsIam and the initiative.
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Section Five: Conclusions and
Recommendations
5.0 Introduction
Experiences reported in this research evidence the positive impact the AFSI has had on
participants and their schools. By capturing the breadth and depth of participants’
experiences of the initiative at a snapshot in time, the research aimed to explore how the AFSI
supported participants in their efforts to lead in the development of autism friendly inclusive
practice in their schools. The previous section immersed the reader in the data and offered
insights into the early impact of the AFSI on participants’ awareness and understanding of
autism, their experiences of engaging with the AFS Toolkit, and attempts at progressing
autism friendly practice in their schools.
Justified in Section One, this study is both timely and necessary as the AFSI builds momentum
in schools. Section Two explored key findings from literature on the characteristics of autistic
students, discourse on the topic of inclusive education for autistic students, and key
considerations regarding teacher professional learning for inclusive education in primary and
post-primary settings. The literature review also identified a model for teacher professional
learning which reflect the core tenets and aims of the AFSI, and underlined the importance of
school leadership at all levels to support innovation and change in schools as learning
organisations. Section Three outlined the methodological approach adopted in the study and
methods employed to explore participants experiences of the AFSI. Section Four presented
the research findings while situating them within the wider arenas of existing literature and
research.
It is the role of this final section to synthesise what has been learned from this research and
offer some recommendations for the further refinement and development of the AFSI.
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5.1 Summary of Findings
The findings outlined in Section Four indicate that participants in the AFS Initiative report a
clear desire to develop school-wide inclusive practices and build staff capacity to meet the
needs of autistic students across settings, acknowledging the critical role of collaborative and
collective approaches to implementation of change (Ainscow and Sandill 2010; Bond, Hebron
and Oldfied 2017; Fitzgerald et al. 2021). With respect to the impact of the AFSI on participant
awareness, participants predominantly reported that engagement with the AFSI has
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 (Tynan
2018). Further, participants developed an appreciation for the necessity of adopting a schoolwide approach to inclusion (Ainscow and Sandill 2010; Morewood, Humphrey and Symes
2011; Fitzgerald 2018), listening to the voice of the autistic learner (Bond, Hebron and Oldfied
2017; Murray et al. 2011), and adopting a strength-based approach when working with
autistic students specifically, and diverse students more broadly (Egan 2018).
The Toolkit is a core component of the AFSI. Findings indicate that engagement with the
Toolkit has supported participants’ practice across the domains of teaching and learning,
creating and promoting an inclusive school culture, leadership and management, and staff
development, but further support to embed the Toolkit is required. Engagement with the
Toolkit supported participants in identifying current strengths and needs, serving as a catalyst
for dialogue and discussion around how best to support autistic students (Tynan 2018). The
process involved in engaging with the Toolkit encouraged collective reflection and aligned
with the School Self-Evaluation process (DES Inspectorate 2016a). However, participants also
identified time constraints as a barrier to engaging with the Toolkit (Lerman et al. 2008),
highlighting the challenges faced by teaching staff who wish to pursue consultative and
collaborative practices within their own and other schools (Fitzgerald et al. 2021). The
accessibility of the Toolkit for parents and students also surfaced as a challenge with engaging
with the Toolkit. While the focus within the AFSI emphasises the voice of autistic students,
and resonates strongly with the participants, the Toolkit requires modification to facilitate
access for autistic students and their parents.
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The model of professional learning espoused by the AFS Initiative is supportive of participants’
efforts to improve their practice through reflection (Elder et al. 2010; Tynan 2018), share
learning with other teachers within their school (Long 2018; Swaffield and Macbeath, 2009),
and apply their learning to students with other diverse needs. Participants reported
challenges with establishing communities of practice with other schools throughout their
engagement with the AFS Initiative, with much of these challenges being attributed to school
disruptions arising from the Covid-19 pandemic. The pandemic has revealed the importance
of membership and voice in the context of school community. Harris and Jones (2020)
highlight the collective reflective practices and actions that have occurred as a result of the
collective experience in attempting to respond to Covid-19. Of note is the recognition of the
potential support that students and parent/guardians can offer the school community
(O’Byrne 2018). In turn, a review of school leadership and how best school personnel can
support one another to realise their collective goals sees concepts such as distributed
leadership (Gronn 2009; Spillane 2006) and middle leadership (Gurr 2022) being revisited
anew. Again, these latter points align with AsIam’s AFS Initiative and views on how school
personnel can best support students.

5.2 Does the Autism Friendly Schools Initiative enable the
development of schools as learning organisations?
Section Two of this Report integrated the goals of the AFSI for teachers’ professional learning
within the seven dimensions of schools as learning organisations (Kools and Stoll 2016).
Following analysis of data collected, it is appropriate to revisit these goals in light of the
findings reported in the previous section. Table 5.1 outlines conclusions that are drawn from
the findings and indicates progress towards the goals of the AFSI, as underpinned by the
school as learning organisation theory (Kools and Stool 2016) and identifies potential
pathways for future research, refinement and development of this important initiative. Some
goals might be described as achieved in full or in part while others can be viewed in a temporal
fashion as being either short-term or more long-term.
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Table 5.1 An overview of AFSI Goals and their implementation to date.
AFSI Goal

Implementation to Date

Goal 1: The AFSI recognises the Developing: This goal is very much under way, with
importance of developing a shared the AFSI supporting participants in conceptualizing
vision for inclusive practice in schools an inclusive ethos within their schools and
which is centred on the learning of identifying ways in which this can impact practice.
autistic students, and more broadly, all An Autism Friendly School benefits all students and
students. Such a view of inclusive all staff.
practice emphasises the collective and
collaborative approaches as undertaken
by participants and encouraged by
School

Self-Evaluation

(DES

Inspectorate 2016).
Goal 2: Participating teachers or ‘agents Developing and Not Yet Developed: This goal is
of change’ are encouraged to promote context-sensitive and dependent on a range of
and support the professional learning of variables within and outside the control of AsIAm.
all staff in their schools by facilitating While there is evidence that it is being achieved in
focused and evidence-based support, some settings a greater focus in the AFSI on the
advice and professional learning to leadership required is suggested. The invitation to
school staff. As ‘agents of change’ senior leaders to attend the workshops is most
teachers will need to understand the welcome. Accepting the invitation to engage as
complex nature of change, and will be teacher leaders will require senior leaders’ support
required to draw upon their own and attention. That middle layer of leadership,
leadership skills and those around them. positional or dispositional, requires both short-term
and long-term attention in schools and would add
to the impact of the programme.
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Goal 3: Participating teachers or ‘agents Developing: While linked to Goal 2 it is clear that
of change’ have undertaken to promote there are many very good examples of this goal
and

support

team

learning

and being achieved. As above teachers will need support

collaboration among all staff in their from school leaders with regard to being ‘an agent
schools by establishing school-based of change’. Opening up their classroom is one such
communities of practice tasked with avenue to pursue.
leading implementation of evidencebased change and innovation. In this
regard time and opportunities to initiate
and embed practices will be required.
Linking such activities to wider school
self-evaluation

and

improvement

similar

school

goals

Not Yet Developed: A greater emphasis on
pedagogical practices with opportunities to visit
classes, co-teach and review assessment practices
including

establishing

attainment

of

agreed

outcomes would assist in this goal being realised.

merits

consideration.
Goal 4: The AFSI supports schools in Developing: Covid has dented ambitions in this
establishing

a

culture

exploration

and

of

inquiry, regard, but where commenced this goal is well

innovation,

and under way. Schools appreciate the positioning of

integrates the processes of school-self- the AFSI within the context of existing frameworks.
evaluation developed in the AFS Toolkit,
to

support

data-informed

implementation of innovative inclusive
practices.

Not Yet Developed: The AFS Toolkit is deemed at
times to be cumbersome and overly ambitious. To
maximise the potential of the Toolkit, a review of its
format, design, length and audience merits
consideration.

Goal 5: The AFS Toolkit rightly aims to Developing: Work is ongoing in this area. While the
embed a systematic approach to School Improvement Plan is not frequently
collecting and exchanging knowledge mentioned it is understood by all surveyed that the
and learning from all members of the Toolkit is a useful resource in that regard. The
school community, including students, already commenced development of a pedagogical
language among all involved, through use of the
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parents and staff and use information to Toolkit should not be underestimated in its
inform the School Improvement Plan.

contribution to enhancing the competence and
confidence levels of teachers. It also offers a
common language of communication between
teachers, students, parents, and SNAs.

Goal 6: The AFSI promotes networked Developing: The within school sharing has
learning with and from the external commenced and links with understandings of
environment and larger system and leadership and accessing learning spaces (i.e.
uses

the

Community

of

Practice classrooms as well as staffrooms).

framework (Lave and Wenger 1991) to
facilitate collaborative and collegial
learning and sharing within and across

Not Yet Developed: A post-pandemic digitally
upskilled teaching profession may offer new ways of
inter-school collaboration and support that would

schools.

bring together those who are conceptually close
while maybe not geographically close to one
another.
Goal 7: The AFSI supports leadership for Developing: Leadership among those not in formal
learning and recognises leadership as roles is emerging and the middle leadership
the essential ingredient that binds all of occupied by some participants should be recognised
the separate parts of the learning and where required, supported by schools but also
organisation

together.

Participants by the AFSI.

comprise members of senior leadership
teams

who

are

instrumental

in

developing cultures, structures and
conditions

necessary

to

facilitate

professional dialogue, collaboration and
knowledge exchange.

As pointed out earlier this goal needs considerable
attention and it is hoped that a focus on leading
learning and sharing leading experiences within the
workshop framework will assist in this regard.
Similarly, a focus on understanding change itself,
and not just what is required to change also offers
potential.
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5.3 Recommendations
The AFSI was developed to meet the ongoing need for sustainable teacher professional
learning in the area of autism and seeks to build capacity, confidence and competence within
schools to be inclusive of autistic students and to do so in a manner that is intentional and
sustainable. Recommendations for AsIAm and the Autism Friendly Schools Initiative are
underpinned by key findings from the research process and by best practice as identified in
the policy, theoretical and empirical literature and are thematically structured within the
following areas: Programme Organisation, Design and Delivery; The Autism Friendly School
Toolkit; Programme Effectiveness; and AFSI and Collaborative Teacher Professional Learning
for Sustainable Growth and Innovation. Where applicable the timeframe involved in such
recommendations, be it short term, medium or long term are also suggested.

5.3.1 Programme Organisation, Design and Delivery
•

It is recommended that the AFSI continue to engage with teachers through the AFSI. Its
positive impact on teachers and schools is clearly articulated in the findings. It offers
unique learning opportunities in a variety of ways including ongoing and sustained
support. While no doubt a challenge in the context of going to scale, such support and
capacity building brings benefits to the learning and life chances of autistic students in our
schools and in their classrooms.

•

Engagement with the AFSI enhanced participants’ confidence and capacity to collaborate
with parents in identifying student strengths and needs, and in identifying appropriate
supports. It is recommended that the AFSI continue to provide opportunities for teachers
to listen to the voice of the autistic community, with reference to strengths and challenges
of the education system as experienced by autistic students and their families. Specifically,
the AFSI should continue a focus on strategies for developing greater collaborative
partnerships between teachers and parents. This could be achieved in the short term by
extending the ‘autistic voice’ opportunities to listen to parents/siblings, and possibly
others, at school level and by attending to individualised planning that captures parents
and siblings’ voices in the context of planning and reviewing progress. It is suggested that
future iterations of AFSI support teachers to develop capacity in eliciting the voices of
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their autistic students directly, and to apply this practice when developing supports and
educational programming for these students. The work of Middletown Centre for Autism
and it’s ‘wrap around model’ could be helpful in this regard and would align with AsIam’s
work in the broader community.
•

Communities of Practice, identified as a facilitator of sustained teacher learning, also
require more time for participants to connect with each other to foster group cohesion.
Findings suggest that AsIAm facilitators play an important role in nurturing the
Communities of Practice, and further group facilitation by AsIAm, in the short to medium
term, in the establishment phase of the Communities of Practice is recommended.
Furthermore, it is recommended that AsIAm explore the feasibility of a potential
partnership with the Education Support Centres of Ireland and/ or school management
bodies and representatives to build regional communities of practice.

•

The AFSI currently recommends that each participating school nominate two members of
staff to engage with the AFSI in an effort to ensure collegial support as both participants
share the ‘agent of change’ role within their schools. It is recommended that this feature
of AFSI be maintained moving forward as it is a clear strength of the current iteration of
AFSI. In addition, members of participating schools' senior leadership teams are invited to
attend at least one of the AFSI events and recognises the critical role of school leadership
in leading organisational change and innovation. The role of senior leadership in
prioritising inclusive education and directing resources accordingly to promote wholeschool improvement is acknowledged in the AFSI and should continue to be explicitly
reinforced as a critical feature of schools’ participation.

•

Implementation of the AFSI to date has been supported by a highly responsive and
available team of facilitators from AsIAm, who readily engage with participants outside of
scheduled events in order to support implementation of the initiative across a diverse
range of school settings. It is recommended that the high level of responsiveness and
availability from the AFSI team at AsIAm be a continued feature of the AFSI moving
forward if resourcing allows. As frequently stated by participants, this personal touch is a
central feature to the success of the initiative.

•

In the short term, it is recommended that the live events be developed using a thematic
approach, wherein each event focuses on a specific pedagogical theme or approach e.g.
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supporting the executive functioning skills of autistic students, using visual supports with
autistic students to access, participate and benefit from the school curriculum.
•

It is recommended that the AFSI no longer be delivered in the late evening and fully online,
as both the mode and time of delivery posed challenges for participant engagement.
Rather, it is recommended that the AFSI events be predominantly delivered during school
hours, to account for the additional work involved for ‘agents of change’ in leading the
initiative in schools. Furthermore, consideration should be given to alternative platforms
for delivery of online content, the potential for a shared collaborative online repository of
resources and exploration of greater opportunities for inter-school collaborative support
including celebrations of successful actions. It is suggested that live events be delivered
via a combination of asynchronous and synchronous sessions, with clearly defined
learning outcomes informing the development of these sessions.

5.3.2 The Autism Friendly School Toolkit
•

Findings reveal that participants found engaging with all four domains of the Toolkit in
Year One overwhelming. In the short term, it is recommended that participants are
explicitly instructed to engage with a maximum of two domains in Year One, and follow
through with an evaluation of school practice as it relates to the remaining two domains
in Year Two.

•

A short to medium term recommendation for the Toolkit relates to the accessibility of the
surveys to all stakeholders. It is suggested that bespoke child friendly and parent-specific
surveys be developed to enable access and engagement with the reflective surveys.

•

In the more medium term, it is recommended that the AFSI team develop a means of
gaining cyclical feedback from participating schools regarding their experiences of the
Toolkit, wherein schools can give feedback relating to strengths and challenges of
engaging with and implementing the Toolkit, with this feedback informing the ongoing
refinement of the Toolkit.
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5.3.3 Programme Effectiveness
•

It is recommended that a comprehensive overview of the programme, complete with
explicit goals and learning outcomes, be developed. This should be disseminated to
potential participating schools to ensure that all participants are well informed of the aims
of the programme in advance. While the AFSI team are encouraged to continue the
existing practice of seeking feedback from participants regarding proposed themes for live
events, the goals and learning outcomes of the AFSI as a whole ought to provide a
foundational framework upon which all learning is developed. The goals for the AFSI, and
their integration with Kools and Stoll’s theory of school as a learning organisation (2016)
represents a theoretical frame for the future refinement of learning outcomes, as do the
findings from this research.

•

Clearer learning outcomes ought to be developed for the AFSI as a whole, and for distinct
components of the AFSI e.g. each of the three live events ought to have clear and
observable learning outcomes. Participants should be invited to reflect upon the degree
to which these learning outcomes have been met following the live events, and to identify
next steps in applying their learning.

•

This research represents the perspectives of participants at an early snapshot in time as
schools attempt to embed key learning from the AFSI over successive years. It was
therefore impossible to address the complexities involved in measuring the impact of the
AFSI on individuals involved and their school communities. Findings from this Report could
inform a potential second longitudinal phase of this research, to focus on the long-term
impact of the AFSI on sustained development and embedding of inclusive school culture,
establishment of inclusive teaching practices, and identification of barriers and supports
encountered throughout participation in and implementation of the AFS Initiative.

•

The emphasis on autism specific actions such as promotion of social skills need to be
undertaken in the context of pedagogical actions i.e. effective groupwork and turn-taking
promote both social and academic development. As required in a child-centred school,
the balance between readiness for learning and learning itself will alter and both need to
be kept to the fore if an autism friendly school is to be fully realised. This recommendation
is not addressed uniquely to AFSI but the AFSI is uniquely placed to address it.
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•

A medium to long term recommendation, linked to the above point would be to explore
the curriculum in our schools and how it is being accessed by students and assessed by
their teachers and parents. While recognising their interdependence, making a distinction
between practices that promote readiness for learning and practices that support access
to learning itself would be a step change for many. As captured by the DES report of
special classes (DES Inspectorate 2020) and as offered by the universal design of
curriculum and assessment by the NCCA, this is an area that requires attention. The AFSI
can play a key role in reducing an overemphasis on skills for skills sake.

•

At the time of writing, the Government response to the UNCPRD is being reviewed. The
AFSI is well-placed, and possibly uniquely placed, to advance differentiated in-class
practices with specific reference to autism. While this may be viewed as a more longerterm goal it is one that merits consideration in the immediate term especially when
planning future engagement with teachers.

5.3.4 AFSI and Collaborative Teacher Professional Learning for Sustainable
Growth and Innovation
•

The AFSI strives to provide meaningful and relevant professional learning opportunities
for all participants, wherein at the outset of the academic year all participants are
presented with potential topics for AFSI live events and invited to give feedback to the
AFSI team regarding the relevance and appropriateness of the proposed topics. It is
recommended that this practice continue, to ensure that the live events provide targeted
and appropriate support for AFSI participants.

•

Members of participating schools' senior leadership teams are invited to attend at least
one of the AFSI events. This practice recognises the critical role of school leadership in
leading organisational change and innovation. The role of senior leadership in prioritising
inclusive education and directing resources accordingly to promote whole-school
improvement is acknowledged in the AFSI and should continue to be explicitly reinforced
as a critical feature of schools’ participation.

•

It is recommended that the AFSI continue to encourage reflection on and of teacher
practices. Providing opportunities for teachers to engage with each other in case-based
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learning would further deepen and enhance participants' learning and develop critical and
reflective skills.
•

Given the key importance of leadership, both positional and non-positional, for the
success of this initiative, it is recommended that the AFSI pursue endorsement with the
Centre for School Leadership.

•

From a teacher’s perspective, it may be worthwhile for the AFSI to consider the Cosán
Framework in support of its continued development and expansion.

•

Given participants enthusiasm for collaborative supports within the classroom attention
to supporting teachers develop high quality skills in co-teaching models more broadly, and
team teaching specifically, merit consideration as part of the AFSI suite of supports.

5.4 Conclusion
This research explored the experiences of participants engaging in AsIAm’s Autism Friendly
Schools Initiative. It gleaned insights from participants about the impact of the AFSI on their
awareness and understanding of autism and autism friendly school environments, their
teaching practice, and their experiences of leading implementation of the initiative in their
schools. A mixed-methods approach to the research allowed the researchers to capture the
breadth and depth of participants’ experiences. Findings reveal the positive impact of AFSI
on participants’ awareness and understanding of autism, and by extension, the translation of
new learning into context-specific development of inclusive practices. The research provided
insights into the ways in which the AFSI should develop, and identified enablers and barriers
to the development of autism friendly schools.
To conclude, identifying the dynamics at play within and between schools, and isolating what
works for schools as they continue to embed key learning from the AFSI has the potential to
build universal collaborative expertise across the system, and develop flexibly responsive and
reflective autism friendly schools. Significantly, AsIAm has emerged as a leader, alongside
other providers of professional learning, in the provision of sustainable and high-quality
teacher professional learning as it relates to autism, which provides complementary
opportunities for teachers and schools to grow and innovate.
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In honouring the voices of participants, we leave the last word on the AFSI to one teacher
participant.
‘It's more of a kind of like, even though they’re dealing with so many schools within
the Autism Friendly project, there's a level of kind of, a personal connection with
AsIAm, I think.’
(Paula)
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Appendices
Appendix A: Autism Friendly Schools Initiative Survey
Demographics
1. What is your role within your school?
o Teacher in a mainstream classroom
o Special Education Teacher (SET)
o Special Class Teacher
o Deputy Principal
o Principal
o SENCO
o Special Needs Assistant

2. What other member(s) of staff in your school attended the Autism Friendly Schools
Initiative?
o Teacher in a mainstream classroom
o Special Education Teacher (SET)
o Special Class Teacher
o Deputy Principal
o Principal
o SENCO
o Special Needs Assistant
3. What is your school setting?
o Primary
o Post-primary

4. Is your school:
o DEIS
o Non-DEIS
5.
•
•
•
•

How many students are enrolled in your school?
<300
301-600
601- 900
901-1200
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•

1201+

6. Does your school have an ASD special class?
o Not at the moment, but we are planning on opening one soon
o No
o Yes, we have 1 special class
o Yes, we have 2 special classes
o Yes, we have 3 (or more) special classes
Section 1: Goals and Motivation

1. What was your motivation for engaging with the AFS Initiative? (Open Ended Short
Text Answer)
2. What were your goals for participating in the Autism Friendly Schools (AFS)
Initiative? (Open Ended Short Text Answer)
3. How has participation in the Initiative supported you in meeting your goals? (Open
Ended Short Text Answer)
Section 2: Awareness Raising
1. My understanding of ‘inclusive education’ has changed as a result of my participation
in the AFS Initiative.
o Strongly agree
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree
o Strongly disagree
Please elaborate briefly on your response above. (Open Ended Short Text Answer)
2. I have made changes to my teaching practice as a result of my participation in the
AFS Initiative.
o Strongly agree
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree
o Strongly disagree
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Please elaborate briefly on your response above. (Open Ended Short Text Answer)
3. Participating in the AFS Initiative has enabled me to reflect on my teaching practice.
o Strongly agree
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree
o Strongly disagree
Please elaborate briefly on your response above. (Open Ended Short Text Answer)
4. I have shared my learning from the AFS Initiative with other members of the school
community
o Strongly agree
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree
o Strongly disagree
Please elaborate briefly on your response above. (Open Ended Short Text Answer)
5. I have translated learning from the AFS Initiative into my teaching practice during
school closures.
o Strongly agree
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree
o Strongly disagree
Please elaborate briefly on your response above. (Open Ended Short Text Answer)

Section 3: Engagement with Toolkit
1. Engagement with the toolkit supported me in enhancing my teaching and learning
for autistic students e.g. assessment practices, flexibility with lessons, identifying
student strengths, transition supports, etc.
o Strongly agree
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree
o Strongly disagree
2. Engagement with the toolkit supported me in creating and promoting an Inclusive
School Culture e.g. creating opportunities for autistic students to develop
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relationships with typically developing peers, encouraging contributions from
caregivers, consulting with and seeking opinions from autistic students, etc.
o Strongly agree
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree
o Strongly disagree
3. My engagement with the toolkit supported my contributions to Leadership and
Management within our school e.g. identifying an autism-friendly expert, developing
clear policies and guidelines for behaviour management, engaging in effective
transition planning, etc.
o Strongly agree
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree
o Strongly disagree
4. Engagement with the toolkit supported me in enhancing my practice of Staff
Development for our school e.g. introducing autism training for all teachers and
support staff, supporting collaboration amongst staff, staff are encouraged to learn
how to support students with a variety of needs e.g. ADHD, communication
difficulties, etc.
o Strongly agree
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree
o Strongly disagree

5. The toolkit was used collaboratively in my school to inform our School Improvement
Plan or DEIS Plan.
o Strongly agree
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree
o Strongly disagree
6. Which components of the toolkit were most useful and applicable for you? (Open
Ended Short Text Answer)
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7. Which components of the toolkit were most challenging for you to adopt? (Open
Ended Short Text Answer)

8. Briefly describe how your engagement with and application of the toolkit has been
impacted by school closures resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic. (Open Ended
Short Text Answer)
Section 4: Models of Professional Learning
1. The AFS presentations enhanced my understanding of the strengths and needs of
autistic students.
o Strongly agree
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree
o Strongly disagree
Please elaborate briefly on your response above. (Open Ended Short Text Answer)
2. Engagement with the AFS Initiative supported me in developing a community of
practice with teacher colleagues in my school.
o Strongly agree
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree
o Strongly disagree
Please elaborate briefly on your response above. (Open Ended Short Text Answer)
3. Engagement with the AFS Initiative supported me in developing a community of
practice with teachers from other schools.
o Strongly agree
o Agree
o Neutral
o Disagree
o Strongly disagree
Please elaborate briefly on your response above. (Open Ended Short Text Answer)
4. I have applied my learning from the AFS Initiative to students with other learning
needs
a. Strongly agree
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b. Agree
c. Neutral
d. Disagree
e. Strongly disagree
Please elaborate briefly on your response above. (Open Ended Short Text Answer)
5. This type of delivery of professional learning supports my efforts to improve practice
in my school.
a. Strongly agree
b. Agree
c. Neutral
d. Disagree
e. Strongly disagree
Please elaborate briefly on your response above. (Open Ended Short Text Answer)
6. How might the AFS initiative be improved? (Open Ended Short Text Answer)

Appendix B: Interview Schedule for semi-structured interviews
1. Tell me about you and your school
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YOU

YOUR SCHOOL

Teacher in a mainstream classroom

Primary

SET teacher

Post-Primary

Deputy principal

Special School

Principal

School size

Other

Location

Length of service overall/in that school Status – Deis etc
Post of Responsibility/Leadership role

Special Class(es)

2. How did you hear about Autism Friendly Schools (AFS) Initiative? And why did you get
involved?
3. How long have you been involved and who has attended with you?
4. What have you learned from being involved? Has Covid been a factor? How have you
learned from being involved (formal and informal aspects)
5. What’s different/same about AFS as other forms of professional learning (CPD)? Is it to be
recommended?
6. How has participation in the Initiative supported you in meeting your goals?
- Particular student(s), including student voice and possibly IEP-related planning
- Collaboration with colleagues
- Collaboration with other teachers/schools (similar/feeder…)
- Leadership
- Confidence/Competence
- Understanding of inclusive education
- Pedagogical skills associated with teaching, learning and assessment
- Relationships with home
- Role of SNA
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- Relationships between student(s)
- Is it just for students with autism or has it a broader appeal
7. What changes have you made to your work to date that you can associate with AFS?
8. Have such changes involved others or just you at this time? What helped/hindered
change (culture, leadership, covid…)
9. What planned changes would you like to make? Who needs to be involved? How will AFS
help you achieve these planned changes?
10. Have you availed of the Toolkit? Was it helpful to you, to colleagues? Does it support
whole-school planning or evaluation?
- If not used yet what preparation/steps are planned/needed before your school/team
engage with Toolkit?’
11. Does AFS connect with/complement other CPD that you have accessed?
- Other support services accessed (JCT, PDST, NCSE…)
- Privately accessed CPD
- School-led CPD
12. How might AFS be improved from your perspective?
13. What question should I have asked but didn’t?
14. Is there anything else you wish to add or to revisit from our conversation?
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Appendix C: Codebook Excerpt
Codes

Potential

Illustrative Data

Themes
(Categories)
-Personal experiences of

Motivation to

I did year 1 of the AFS with a colleague of mine

autism- family member

participate in

who was really really committed. Her son it is on

-Newly developing

ASFI-

spectrum so she's really invested in it (Paula)

school

I really wanted Clonturk to go onto the program

-Limited understanding

because we have a lot of autism in the school.

of autism

(Paula)

-Large cohort of autistic

I got highly interested in it and I started doing a

students

lot of kind of CPD in the area and then found

-child with autism in

that came Autism Friendly Schools and kind of

mainstream class

you know just overtime now were kind of

-new autism class being

setting up our own AS class and I'm going to be

established

in their class now.(Suzanne)

-approached by SLT
-reputation of AsIAm/
relevant/ ‘on the
ground’/ current
- title of project
-auditing tool to identify

Strengths of

so our sensory garden that we have planned,

gaps

the Toolkit

one of the other teachers who's working with

-Provides framework for

transition years is in charge of it. And we have

building communities of

brought in like a little focus group of students

practice- student and

with autism, to ask you know, so to get them

staff focus groups

involved as well to be like a buddy system. So

-tangible outputs (e.g.-

that the transition years are over you know

inclusion of parent of

doing doing the work, doing this that and the

autistic student on BoM)
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-Integral to SSE- supports

other, the students with autism will be over,

the process

working with them.(Paula)

-affirming of existing
good practice

very good to highlight our good practice as well

-informative

as areas that we need to improve on,(Lucy)

-fostered purposeful
collaboration

it definitely was like eye opening.(Suzanne)

people you know started talking, well that was
actually really good.(Suzanne)

-implementation- finding

Challenges

we retyped them into forms because like

time to collaborate/

with Toolkit

everything goes out to parents in, or you know,

impact of Covid (really?)

everything everything is passed around with

- toolkit is very bulky and

staff with form, so that took a little bit of time.

the template is inflexible

So that was a bit bulky (Paula)

and cannot be tailored
to specific audiences (i.e.

toolkit is having the same SNA, throughout the

parents, students,

child’s time in school. I think maybe we need to

teachers)

be more focused on that in a training session

-technical issues with

'cause our kind of school is sort of like, they're

toolkit- didn’t save

trying to promote independence as they get

responses, glitchy

older, and certainly in 5th and 6th year (Paula)

-Took too long to
complete/ was

And the questions are just, they're not

overwhelming and have

[accessible]. They're not really that friendly

concerns as to how

really. Towards them, they've kind of lost what

people will be motivated

it is you're going on about you know what I

to continue to engage

mean? They're struggling a lot and and I'd
pupils ranging from like first year up to
Transition year and all of them struggled, so it's
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-many questions

not just, for us anyway, but we got through the

inaccessible/ irrelevant

whole toolkit and haven't with them.(Lucy)

to students and parents
-very large document

It isn't realistic and I don't mean it in a bad way,

with long list of items

but we spent at least 8 periods, so 8 hours and

and questions

during school of doing that.(Lucy)

-toolkit recommends
having same SNA

We kind of felt that there could have maybe

throughout student’s

been some better questions asked as opposed

time in school- this is

to kind of, you know, do management support

jarring with school

blady blah? We kind of felt isn't that something

approach to develop

that management have a holding to with the

independence (and

BOM and things anyway? If you know what I

policy). AFSI needs to

mean, yeah. (Lucy)

explore role of SNA in

And the 50 something questions. Some of the

fostering independence

parents and staff and we printed them and sent

over the course of the

them out and we emailed them and they kind of

student’s time in school

glazed their eyes over at it.(Lucy)

-workload
-under pressure

I don't know if they have known it was 50

-some questions

something questions and we kind of opted not

unsuitable for

to say it on the basis that maybe some parents

developing schools/

wouldn't give up an hour during their day for us

questions irrelevant (e.g.

if we kind of realised it was going on and on and

transition planning)

on.(Lucy)

We felt under pressure.(Lucy)

we came out looking quite poor in some areas
because of the age of our school, yeah?(Lucy)
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I know we want everybody’s voice. I don't feel
the questions in all of them necessarily reflected
it because we spent part of our time explaining
to parents, the more technical side or
managerial side of in house kind of
management of teaching. And we spend quite a
lot of time explaining things to parents 'cause
they don't really understand how the structure
is. They know there's a principal, a deputy and
then they think there's a heap of us. Do you
know what I mean? They don't. They didn't
really understand some of that didn't know
what CPD? (Lucy)

but I don't think the questions are inclusive of
those that are not within teaching.(Lucy)

I got so overwhelmed seeing those first [toolkit]
(Suzanne)

I feel like AsIAm might just be a little bit too
ambitious with the length of the toolkit, you
know.(Suzanne)
it was such a wordy survey. (Suzanne)
I am forever like you know, trying to get them to
do a survey(Suzanne)
-reduce content

Recommendati they're certainly gonna have to simplify.(Lucy)

-introduce two elements

ons for

in year 1 and the other 2

improving

Or offer I don't know, an example. Or do you

in year 2

Toolkit

know what I mean? There has to be something
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-enhance digital

and I certainly don't think we need 50 plus

friendliness of toolkit-

questions and I would imagine the majority are

multiple formats?

gonna tell you there's too many.(Lucy)

-tailor content to various
audiences (i.e. parents,

OK, So what I had thought was, similar to

students, teachers)

yourself. The questions in year one will lead

-simply questions/

onto a reflective aspect. Again in in year 2.But

remove jargon, review

having given us a chance to perhaps address

questions for relevance

some short term goals almost like a smart

to various audiences

target, if you want for the following year.(Lucy)

-phase in toolkit sections

And pick one or two targets. Maybe let Hannah

over two years

know and AsIAm, or whoever administers it, this

-inform AsIAm of action

is what North Wicklow’s working on.(Lucy)

plan/ targets- leads to
accountability?

So I would say in early even halving the toolkit
for the first year.(Suzanne)

-inclusion of autistic

Differences

the student is at the heart of it, so the voice of

peoples’ experiences

between ASFI

the students I think is at the heart of this and

raises awareness and

and other CPD

that's what makes it really much more

understanding

impactful. (Paula)

-helps to create and

a lot of times schools are so busy that you did

embed an inclusive

the CPD, you did the training and then move on.

culture in schools

This is kind of becoming embedded in school in

-offers something unique

the school culture and because it's ongoing,

-current, relevant,

three dates during the year and then three

specific, continually

dates next year. And then I'm not sure what’s on

revised and updated

the cards for after that. But because it's

-quick response from

ongoing, it's really becoming embedded (Paula)

AsIAm- sustained
support

I think it does offer something unique, not just
because and you know there's a lot of people on
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-transformative impact

the spectrum that designed the courses and

of AsIAm

stuff, and that's that's brilliant, and that's fine

advocacy

and that's fair.(Lucy)

I find with the autism friendly schools it it. It's
specific. It's helpful. It's on the ground, if you
know what I mean. It's not kinda, let's go and
hopefully have scones today.(Lucy)

But I find the AsIAm one. I suppose it's just
they're they're at the end of an email,
yeah?(Lucy)

. It's the responsiveness of as I am. Yeah, and
yeah, the fact that the materials and everything
is flexible updated like all of the time. Yeah,
yeah, you know.(Lucy)

You know, like it, it's a live document. It's open
to change as and when, and that's exactly what
we need in particularly in the field of like special
Ed because you know new stuff comes out,
there's there's new tricks and whatever else,
and support systems and availability. And I like
the fact(Lucy)

I wouldn't have been very familiar on the rights
that our children were entitled to, such as like
the bus pass and things. Things like that, I
wouldn't have been familiar with, but AsIAm
have the the card that they can apply for that
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they can show and that you know on a plane or
in the airport, to to show that actually there are
someone who who is on the spectrum and will
struggle with the sensory side.(Lucy)
-greater teacher

Positive

It would probably give me the confidence to

confidence to engage

outcomes

approach parents first because I think an awful

with parents

from

lot of the focus is that caregivers are a great

- recognising parents as

engagement

resource that we don't use enough.(Paula)

partners

with AFSI/

And anybody that we've spoken to and said that

-increased collaboration

benefits of

the school, Clonturk, is on the AsIAm program,

with colleagues

AFSI

parents have been like so delighted, like really

-systematic approach to

really delighted. (Paula)

capturing student voice
-supports SSE

I definitely do think that you know having an

-offers sustained,

initiative like this within the school and just

reflective, and

seeing all these little initiatives going on, has a

collaborative CPD to

much broader impact on all inclusion and

bring about

diversity in school.(Paula)

organisational change/

it's not [teaching strategies] something though

embed new practice

that we have brought to our staff, basically just

- parents happy that

'cause it was such a hectic year (Paula)

schools are engaging

They keep building the capacity within us as

with ASFI

schools to develop our schools as autism

-supports wide and

friendly so I think in that respect it's a it's a

diverse range of students

fabulous program. That's what kind of sets it

-established CoPs

apart (Paula)

- increased repertoire of
teaching strategies-

I'm trying to build up then the links with the

more work needed in

other schools and I loved that aspect that

schools to embed

Hannah gave us and that we're now and we've

schoolwide
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-positive teacher self-

set up our own WhatsApp group. And you know

efficacy

that that communities of practice (Lucy)

-increased confidence/
affirming of teacher-

I actually I enjoyed doing it but I think the

evidence informed

parents that we had volunteered actually really

affirmation

enjoyed it and enjoyed the opportunity

- strategies etc.

interestingly enough.(Lucy)

generalisable across the
school

I think in you know it's increased my confidence
it has. It's it's made me more self assured that I

-teacher leadership-

know what I'm doing.(Lucy)

collaborating with staff/
providing CPD to staff

. I think it increased my confidence. I think it's

and leading

increased my confidence in possibly and yeah

implementation of

leadership as well.It's something I've shied away

initiative

from for many years, so it's kind of giving me a
kick up the bum in that, you know (Lucy)

-increased networking/
collaboration across the

Generalizable across the school because anyone

school/ knowledge

who thinks that any of the adaptations or

exchange

changes you make for someone just are like on

-social/ professional

the spectrum is specific to them, it's not.(Lucy)

capital
-engendered culture of

like the strategies interventions creating an

openness and

environment that's autism friendly, is friendly

collaborative learning in

for everybody.(Suzanne)

schools- evidence of SLO
-transferability and

I will. I'll be presenting it to a staff meeting, but

generalisability of AFSI

we're also going to present it to the parents and

and strategies

kids that's what that were involved as
well.(Teacher 2)
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Like one thing I want to kind of bring is that
every class all the way through the school has
some sort of a visual timetable(Suzanne)

Whereas I think, we need a little bit more
facilitate facilitating like even if we had a key
worker for now, as I am to maybe say, well,
we're going to schedule a meeting for whatever
day. If you want to go or if you want to come,
here’s that's the time. It's all that and I think you
know we need a little bit more structure
because we are all working on different
different timelines and you know.(Suzanne)

Has AFSI made an impact? It has because I
suppose it was more of the conversations that
we would have had with people online through
the webinars. Seeing that they have already kind
of set up classes. Like that was a huge thing for
me. Like at the last webinar, that kind of
someone has, has done this before me, so it is
possible.(Suzanne)

It's a great network.(Suzanne)

You know it kind of gave us a place to start. Like
you know we're becoming an autism friendly
school.(Suzanne)

over the last kind of month or two like there's
people kind of coming together and saying, you
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know what I'm having experienced this
behaviour in my class. I'm wondering what I can
do? And I think you know what I actually did a
course and here is what I found. Or you know
something that I heard on the webinar, so
there's a lot more conversation happening like
you know. (Suzanne)

Teachers being aware right this is happening
and it's not my fault and I know that I can go to
someone for help and you know there is a little
bit of help after that it's great.(Teacher 3)

having the confidence to say, I actually don't
know what to do here, but I know that there's a
team that has probably gone through it or they
can point me in the right direction.(Suzanne)

Like I put up a link to one of the webinars, one
of the free webinars that’s happening and kind
of explained why it was good, who would be
good for, but saying kind of like generally, that
it’s a very good webinar. And one sixth class
teacher stopped me in the hallway. And she
goes, thank you so much for putting that up like
I definitely will be doing it. So that was like a
little feather on my cap. So they are actually
looking at them.(Suzanne)
-time to commit to CoP

Challenges

They just can't manage it with coming up to

-Covid moved it online

with AFSI

having. They are older schools, so they've got

and sessions were held

programme

Leaving Certs. They had all of that going on, and

129

in evening- teachers

just I think again, we got into the run of it. They

were tired and felt

were no, not until next term, so I said OK.(Lucy)

overwhelmed
- online sessions lacked

We were wrecked tired. We felt it was long,

focus

intense. We got the fear when we were told
about starting and you know our assessment
piece.(Lucy)

I think I was just overwhelmed with the
information and then when I saw some when I
saw the toolkit and I saw the questions I did the
same as some of those other teachers who went
oh Jesus.(Lucy)

I found it hard. I found it hard and to keep all
the enthusiasm and I found it difficult.(Lucy)

Whereas I felt with some of the webinars.
Where do I felt like we were hopping from one
place to another place all the time….. I felt like it
was a bit kind of all over the place, you’re kind
of jumping from one to the other throughout
the two or three hours of the webinar.(Suzanne)
-listening to experiences

Power of the

when you listen to the experiences of students,

of autistic students

autistic voice

who have gone through the system that are on

raises awareness and

the spectrum, it really really hits home about

understanding amongst

the changes that need to be put in place and

staff

you know different ways that we need to look at

-establishing student

supporting them.(Paula)

focus groups facilitates
social interaction
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-student engagement

(Engaging with toolkit)And the kids were quite

with toolkit facilitated

vocal about and certain aspects of it as well, and

student voice

I think I'll be using chocolate next term. I haven't
let onto them that there's 50 something
questions either.(Lucy)

we were listening to children who had gone
through the system, I found that so beneficial…..
That really kind of gripped my attention so
watching that primary evidence of what the like
children have gone through and school
(Suzanne)
Was it surprising when you listen to their
experiences? Yeah, like the first thing was guilt. I
had hoped nobody ever felt like that when I had
them, you know.(Suzanne)

-how to tell students

Recommendati quite a lack of understanding in staff about

they have autism

ons for future

female autism because it's camouflaged so

- establish CoPs at the

iterations of

well.(Paula)

very first session and

ASFI

The sessions were long. I don't know if others

AsIAm support their

have said it here and I felt it was a bit intense.

initial establishment

(Lucy)

- autism in girls
- how to support

I felt that we had the information slightly

students’ inferential

vomited at us. Now I do understand what Covid

thinking and creative

things got totally thrown all around the place,

writing skills

and I think they were saying we'd normally

-reduce content in

would have had two days, whereas we got

sessions- overwhelming

evenings.(Lucy)
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-online sessions were

And it was just interesting that you know they

too long and occurred in

were thinking they could pick and choose areas

evening- teachers tired-

they were thinking, you know they were

should be during day-

evaluating themselves without having asked

even if online

absolutely anyone, so that's for me. I'm

- parents and students

wondering, is the training part maybe actually

need to be continually

what needs to be teased out a little.(Lucy)

involved in an accessible
way with SSE process

Then I feel like I always felt awful kind of like

-make learning

even emailing her cause I felt like she was

outcomes more explicit

getting the brunt of everything like. If there as a

for taught sessions

few advisers kind of dedicated for certain kind

-make sessions more

of? (Suzanne)

structured with a focus
on ley skills more
discrete
- allow SNAs to attend
-provide a whole-school
seminar linked to AFSI
-increased number of
contacts in AsIAm
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Appendix D: Autism Friendly Schools Initiative Toolkit
Note that all Toolkit Items have five response options; Not Appropriate, Not Yet
Developed, Developing, Established, Enhanced. For all responses other than ‘Not
Appropriate’, sample actions are suggested as next steps.
Teaching and Learning
1. Our school teaches and supports students develop an effective communication
system, including strategies to assist in the event of a situation becoming
overwhelming. All relevant staff and students are trained in the individual
strategies.
2. 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 preparation for life development
plan. An emphasis on development of maintaining well being, sexual health and
developing practical life skills are a key priorities.
3. Our school provides individualized visual supports to ensure the sequence of
activities for the day are predictable and understandable. The use of social
stories and break strategies are commonplace.
4. Our school activities are well organized and planned to ensure that, wherever
possible changes in routine/events are given in advance to students and that
the planning of events and activities is mindful of the potential sensory
challenges.
5. Our school provides transparent equality of access to activities for autistic
students including extended curriculum and/or exam concessions with a clear
accessible guide of supports and entitlements available to parents.
6. Our school demonstrates flexibility in the delivery of and adjustments to lessons,
activities and timetables if required.
7. Our school involves students in formulating their long term goals and ambitions
and all staff involved with each student has a clear idea of their individual life
goals and actively supports them in achieving these.
8. Our school recognizes the need for autistic students to practice the use of their
learned knowledge and develop their skills across situations and people, and
understands the need for autistic students to develop their flexibility. Our school
provides safe opportunities for these skills to be practiced on a regular basis by
making planned changes and posing problems to solve.
9. Our school guidance counsellor is well trained in autism and the needs of autistic
students and regularly works with students to develop their soft skills and
employability.
10. Our school ensures that all teachers who have in input into an autistic students
education are required to meet and discuss the student ' s IEP and overall plan
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at the beginning of and to evaluate progress of at the end of each year. A
specific report on the IEP progress/flags is sent to the caregiver at the end of
each school year in addition to school reports.
11. Our school provides an autism specific transition year program, with an
emphasis on structure, suitable and supported work experience opportunities,
which give meaningful value and pathways to the student ' s preferred life goals.
12. Our school strives to ensure continuity of SNA support wherever possible, and
taking into account the individual needs of the student.
13. Our school provides for transition out of second level into third level education
or work placement, tailored to each student ' s specific goals and needs.
14. Our school involves the pupil directly to identify their strengths, interests &
needs, often with the development of a personalised pupil passport. Caregivers
and staff collaborate to gather information in a positive and meaningful way to
promote emotional wellbeing, motivate, encourage and develop each student '
s individual skills.
15. Our school recognizes the distinct vulnerability of pupils with autism & ensures
policies & procedures are in place to safeguard against actual or perceived
episodes of teasing, bullying including cyber bullying.
16. With an emphasis on capacity building, our school provides opportunities for
autistic student body to meet socially to share interests and experiences.
17. Our school actively seeks and encourages the opinion and participation of its
students in all aspects of their education and experience in school regardless of
level of ability in communication.
18. Our school recognizes that student ' s wellbeing and learning are the result of
strong positive relationships between staff, students, and their caregivers. Our
school actively creates opportunities for all stakeholders to share information
and ideas, and regularly provides forums for feedback and discussion.
19. Our school actively seeks support from voluntary and independent sectors to
promote knowledge and experiences of autism and related conditions amongst
the whole school community.
20. Our school encourages caregivers to attend and contribute to information and
discussions with the whole school community to promote a positive awareness
of autism and related conditions.
21. Our school provides opportunities for autistic students and neurotypical
students to develop positive peer relationships such as buddy systems, and
inclusive extra-curricular activities.
22. Our school regularly conducts sensory audits within and outside of the school.
This includes transport to/from school and trips and activities such as swimming
lessons etc. All event planning considers potential sensory challenges and how
to best manage them.
23. Our school consults with autistic students on how they spend their free time in
between classes/lunchtimes. Facilities such as quiet spaces and quiet lockers
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are provided. The promotion of quiet class switchovers is acknowledged by the
whole school community.
24. Our school has a clearly mapped out environment with visual cues on doors as
well as written. Ie. Lunchroom/ P.E. Hall, Toilet.
25. A social story map is available on the website for students to download.
26. Our school has guidelines for staff that encourage a calm, empathetic approach
towards interactions with students with an emphasis on the possible
requirement for extra processing time and to respond to instructions.
27. Our school has clearly defined spaces students to go to if they need space.
Students are aware of procedures in place to assist them if they feel
overwhelmed or unsafe.
28. Our school ensures equality of representation in that the autistic student parent
body is represented on the parents association and Board of Management.
29. Our school operates a transparent and inclusive enrollment policy, and we are
mindful that soft barriers are not inadvertently created.
30. Our school promotes a positive language ethos which respects all differences.
31. Our sports programs are tailored to include the sensory or sequencing
difficulties a student may have. All sports instructors(both internal and external)
are required to take autism training.
32. Our school promotes a positive ideation of our autistic students as valued and
equal members of our school community.
Leadership and Management
33. Our school leads from an ethos of promoting well-being in autistic students and
recognizes that prevention of development of stress, anxiety and depression
can be achieved if needs are identified and addressed early.
34. Our school values and encourages in depth knowledge on autism, and
understands that effective use of this knowledge directly impacts on a student’s
performance, behaviour, and outcomes.
35. Our school has a designated expert autism friendly school leader amongst it ' s
staff, who will lead, motivate and take responsibility for the standard of autism
friendly ethos of our school. They will seek out and cascade training and
resources to all staff and ensure that all specific and relevant information
required is easily accessible and available to all staff.
36. Our school is aware of referral pathways and additional supports in the local
area for pupils who may require a diagnosis of autism of related conditions.
37. Our school proactively develops links with other schools to share expertise and
promote excellence.
38. Our school actively seeks and develops relationships with professionals in
health, social care and clinical sectors, and works effectively with them to
maximise support and promote the maximum positive outcomes for students.
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39. Our school encourages parents and caregivers to attend and contribute to
training days.
40. Our school has a clear set of rules and policies for behavior and expectations of
autistic students. Policies are consistently and transparently applied with the
individual needs the student taken into account.
41. Our school has a clear easy to use set of practices and procedures relating to
the provision of support, disciplinary procedures, and complaints which parents
can easily access and monitor outcomes.
42. Our school views education of the student in the holistic sense, and values the
measurement of progress in the areas of social and emotional awareness,
communication and autonomy, and works closely with caregivers to achieve
this.
43. Our school regularly assesses the quality of the learning experience (not just
outcomes) from the perspective of the student with a view to constantly
improving and to identify any gaps which could inhibit our ethos of a
wraparound service in education.
44. Our school works with all/any relevant partners (such as caregivers, social or
health workers/clinicians) when creating a plan for students which takes a
holistic approach and looks at all aspects of a student ' s life. We strive to take
into account all potential factors which may have an impact on behavior or
wellbeing.
45. Key transitional times and information is flagged in a timely manner. Meetings
with all relevant caregivers and stakeholders (health/social and clinical
professionals) are held in order to flag any potential difficulties and ensure a
smooth transition with an emphasis on the reduction of anxiety and stress for
the student.
46. The members of the Board of Management and parent ' s association are
required to take autism awareness training.
47. Our Principal is an expert in the leadership of autism related practices in our
school. (Leadership in autism program).
Staff Development
48. Our school acknowledges that students can often have more than one
diagnosis, therefore may have a spectrum of needs such as dyspraxia, ADHD,
OCD, Communication challenges. Staff are appropriately trained for each
student ' s individual needs.
49. Our school provides compulsory autism training and awareness for all teaching
and support staff (drivers, cleaners, lunchroom attendants), to at least a
minimum standard. Staff who have a more indepth role with autistic students
will be required to upskill in the areas relevant.
50. A clear and precise information system is in place for new & supply staff on the
needs of autistic students, and staff are aware of a clear pathway for immediate
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further support if they require it.
51. An open-door policy is in place for teachers to discuss the individual needs of
particular students and how best to support both student and teacher.
52. With an emphasis on the importance of two-way communication, our school
ensures that staff are trained in a range of communication strategies to suit the
individual needs of students.
53. Our school creates time for staff to reflect and evaluate their practice in relation
to autistic students, and to share the rationale that informs practice so to create
a consistency of practice within our school.
54. Our school regularly invites staff to feedback their confidence levels and areas
for training. A clear pathway for access CPD is provided. Staff are encouraged
to debrief and discuss any areas of concern they may have.
55. Our school supports the development of teacher professionalization in line with
the Teaching Council Code of Conduct for teachers who interact with autistic
students.
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