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ABSTRACT 

 

 The most recent prevalence rates from the Public Health Agency of Canada’s National 

ASD Surveillance System (NASS) (PHAC, 2018) indicate that 1 in 66 children and youth (i.e., 

15.2 per 1000) 5-17 years of age were diagnosed with ASD in 2015 across seven provinces and 

territories. The Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth Services (MCYS) states that there are an 

estimated 40,000 children and youth with ASD in the province (“Newsroom: Ontario Providing 

More Supports for Children with Autism,” 2016). Specifically, in the context of Ontario’s 

education system, and in light of the current study, there is a rapid increase of students with 

exceptionalities no longer being isolated to special education classrooms, as a result, general 

education teachers are increasingly teaching the autism spectrum disorder (ASD) student 

population (Wilczynski et al., 2011). A large number of studies determine that general education 

teachers do not support an inclusive model of teaching as they lack adequate training in teaching 

inclusively, as well, they voice concerns about their lack of confidence, feelings of low self-

efficacy, and have expressed a shortage of continuing education opportunities (Finke, 

McNaughton & Drager, 2009; Lindsay et al., 2013; McCray & McHatton, 2011; Ross-Hill, 

2009; Scruggs et al., 2007). This study aimed to fill in the gap by exploring the experiences of 

specialist teachers who have worked more extensively with students with ASD. 

Specifically, this qualitative descriptive study describes effective strategies used by four 

specialist teachers that support the inclusion of students with ASD. In talking to specialist 

teachers about effective strategies they use, I hoped to gain an in-depth understanding of their 

attitudes and beliefs towards including students with ASD, and learn how teachers create a safe 

and accepting environment within their classrooms through the use of different tools, resources 

and practices. 
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The findings of this study suggest that it is important that educators who work with 

students with ASD be highly committed; in that, they are driven to find resources and tools, 

willing to adapt their classroom routine/instruction, and demonstrate resiliency when faced with 

challenges. Furthermore, the specialist teachers stressed the importance of tailoring instruction to 

suit the individualized functional needs of students, as opposed to a sole focus on curriculum and 

diagnosis. This study also suggests that a structured but flexible learning environment is 

fundamental to teaching inclusively (i.e., teaching content using multiple modes and in different 

settings based on student needs). Most importantly, this study provides an overview of a number 

of strategies deemed successful in supporting the inclusion of students with autism spectrum 

disorder and provides detailed descriptions and explanations of how and why each strategy is 

used in practice. This study provides useful information for individuals at all levels of education, 

from government policy makers to front-line teachers by making classroom-validated resources, 

practices and affective factors transparent and scalable.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 
 I have always been fascinated with the lives of people who exist outside societal 

constructions of the norm. In particular, my childhood experiences witnessing my aunt growing 

up with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) fostered a greater understanding for the lived 

experiences of individuals not able to express their desires, needs, and interests in words. 

Furthermore, this early experience instilled a deep interest in their activities, activities that are 

otherwise taken-for-granted by able-bodied individuals.  

Growing up, I noticed that my Aunty’s life experiences were limited when compared to 

those of my other family members. My Aunty has lived her life unable to pursue hobbies or 

activities that might be of interest to her. She did not receive adequate accommodations in the 

school setting and was unable to complete elementary school, let alone high school and post-

secondary education. My Aunty’s inability to adapt to change and routine was in large part a 

factor that hindered her immersion into various educational and social settings. More so, 

however, during my Aunty’s experiences in different educational settings, her sisters noticed a 

trend in that educators did not feel they had adequate tools and resources to teach someone with 

her particular learning exceptionality. Although my aunty spent some time in the school system, 

her experience was not satisfactory or successful, as described by her sisters.  

Like my Aunty, there are individuals on the autism spectrum who share these kinds of 

life experiences. During my volunteer and practicum experiences, I have observed, as well as 

heard from other educators, about the lack of resources and absence of educators’ experiences 

with and knowledge about students with ASD. The general educators who mentored me taught a 

few students with autism and other exceptionalities. They mentioned multiple times their 

feelings of inadequacy in regard to strategies, methods of teaching, and accommodations they 
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could use with such students. By completing a master’s degree in Education, my goal was to gain 

a better understanding of the strategies used by teachers who have worked more extensively with 

students with ASD, and who support the learning and inclusion of students with ASD in the 

classroom. In doing so, I expect to expand my knowledge and find ways in which all students, 

and especially those with ASD, can have an equitable experience in the classroom, and find ways 

to share with the field and the academy, i.e., help teachers and inform research.  

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this qualitative descriptive study was to report on effective strategies used 

by teachers having specialized qualifications and experience with teaching students on the autism 

spectrum that support the inclusion of students with autism spectrum disorder. In talking to 

experienced teachers about effective strategies they use, I hoped to gain an understanding of their 

attitudes and beliefs towards including students with ASD, and learn how they create a safe and 

accepting environment within their classrooms through the use of different tools, resources and 

practices.  

The following research questions guided this study:  

1. What are specialist teachers’ beliefs about working with students who have autism 

spectrum disorder (ASD)? 

2. What supports do these specialist teachers find most helpful in working with students 

with ASD in inclusive classrooms? 

3. What challenges do these specialist teachers see for working with students with ASD 

in inclusive classrooms?  

4. What practices do these specialist teachers find most beneficial for students with ASD 

in inclusive classrooms?  
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Key Terms 

 

The following three key terms are used throughout this thesis: autism spectrum disorder, 

specialist teacher and inclusion.  

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

 

 The current Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM—5, American 

Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013) characterizes autism spectrum disorders as: (a) persistent 

deficits in social communication and social interaction across contexts, and (b) restricted, 

repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, and activities.  

Specialist Teacher  

 

 In the context of my study, an specialist teacher is defined as an educator who 

consistently uses inclusionary practices in the classroom to provide a rich learning environment 

for those students with ASD, and who has experience with teaching students with ASD for five 

or more years.  

Inclusion  

 

Since this study explores ways in which specialist teachers create an atmosphere of 

inclusion in the classroom, it is important to define the term inclusion in relation to the context of 

this study. According to Ryndak, Jackson, and Billingsly (2000) inclusion is a fairly new term in 

the field of special education. Graham and Slee (2008) propose that the term inclusion has 

historically been used when discussing the integration of students in classrooms who are 

representative of a minority group (i.e., racial, cultural); however, the term inclusion has come to 

be used by disability scholars and teachers to discuss the integration of students with disabilities. 

In their 2000 study, Ryndak et al. analyzed definitions of inclusion presented by 147 authors of 

pertinent literature, and found seven themes that emerged:  
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(a) placement in natural typical settings; (b) all students together for instruction and 

learning; (c) supports and modifications within general education to meet appropriate 

learner outcomes; (d) belongingness, equal membership, acceptance, and being 

valued; (e) collaborative integrated services by education teams; (f) systemic 

philosophy or belief system; and (g) meshing general and special education into one 

unified system (p. 101). 

The definition of inclusion used for this study echoes that of Ryndak et al. (2000). In the context 

of this study, inclusion is used to describe a classroom in which all students (i.e., those with ASD 

and those without ASD) are included regardless of learning differences and ability levels. These 

students receive equitable instruction through the use of teacher modifications and 

accommodations. These students are encouraged to meet their individual goals and achieve 

success in their learning. Accommodations and instruction are provided in a way that aims to 

create a safe and accepting learning environment so that all students feel integrated.  

Rationale 

 

Years ago, teachers were unlikely to have a student with ASD. Today, not only do special 

education teachers regularly serve children with ASD, but general education teachers 

increasingly teach this population as well. (Wilczynski et al., 2011, p. 567)  

The most recent prevalence rates from the Public Health Agency of Canada’s National 

ASD Surveillance System (NASS) (PHAC, 2018) indicate that 1 in 66 children and youth (i.e., 

15.2 per 1000) 5-17 years of age were diagnosed with ASD in 2015 across seven provinces and 

territories. One in 126 children and youth were diagnosed in the Yukon, and 1 in 57 were 

diagnosed in Newfoundland and Labrador. The NASS (2018) indicated that estimated prevalence 

rates are much higher in males than females. Males were identified with ASD four times more 
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frequently, in 2015, at 1 in 24 (i.e., 23.9 per 1,000) to 1 in 165 (i.e., 6.0 per 1,000). The data 

collected by NASS (2018) represented a total of 88% of children and youth from the 

participating seven provinces and territories. The Ontario Ministry of Children and Youth 

Services (MCYS) states that there are an estimated 40,000 children and youth with ASD in the 

province (“Newsroom: Ontario Providing More Supports for Children with Autism,” 2016).  

 Specifically, in the context of Ontario’s education system, and in light of the current 

study, there is a rapid increase of students with exceptionalities no longer being isolated to 

special education classrooms. Students with exceptionalities are now being integrated into 

general education classrooms in an attempt to create an education system that promotes the 

inclusion of all learners. The Ontario Ministry of Education (OME) has published more than 14 

documents and other informational resources that summarize the policies and guidelines related 

to special education to express the importance of including exceptional students (OME, 2010). 

These Ministry documents focus on how to create Individual Education Plans and offer 

recommendations for teachers on how to successfully integrate students with exceptionalities 

into their classroom. 

 The Ontario College of Teachers (OCT) has made it a requirement that special education 

teachers in Ontario hold a certificate of additional qualification outside of their Bachelor of 

Education degree to teach students with exceptionalities. However, there is an increase of 

students with exceptionalities (and specifically ASD) in general education classrooms as well 

(Wilczynski et al., 2011). If special education teachers require an additional qualification for 

teaching a class full of students with exceptionalities, it may be true that all general educators 

should also hold an additional form of coursework, since they too are educating exceptional 

students. Often students are allocated to a general education teacher’s classroom, on the grounds 
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that the transition would be beneficial for the student according to the terms of their Individual 

Education Plan (IEP). As a result, teachers are required to accept students with ASD into their 

classrooms without having adequate training in assisting these students (Kosmerl, 2011), and are 

usually not given the chance to express their willingness to assume this responsibility nor 

identify the requisite supports to ensure the successful inclusion of the students (Kosmerl, 2011). 

Overview of Thesis 

 

 The aim of this research was to describe effective strategies used by experienced teachers 

with elementary-aged children on the autism spectrum. Four specialist teachers were 

interviewed, and their perspectives were obtained. The specialist teachers had differing 

experiences in terms of their positions within the education system, but all taught in multiple 

schools at both the elementary and high school levels. All specialist teachers had a large number 

of years of teaching experience and were highly knowledgeable about inclusionary practices 

surrounding teaching students with ASD.  

 This chapter introduced the study. Chapter two reviews the research on inclusive 

education, the challenges of teaching inclusively from general education teachers’ perspectives; 

the particular challenges faced by students with ASD; instructional interventions that work well 

with elementary students on the autism spectrum; and, teacher attitudes and beliefs about 

working with students with ASD. Chapter three details the research design, sampling procedures, 

recruitment process and participant selection, the role of the researcher, the method of data 

collection, and the method of analysis. Chapter four describes the findings of the study. The last 

chapter, chapter five, discusses the findings of the study in relation to the larger body of 

literature, discusses the limitations and strengths of the study, and makes recommendations for 
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future practice, research, and policy. Finally, the thesis ends with the researcher’s concluding 

thoughts and reflections about the study.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This literature review considers the research surrounding the placement of students with 

ASD in inclusive classrooms, and addresses the literature pertaining to this study’s research 

questions. In particular, this literature review addresses five areas: (1) the inclusion of 

exceptional learners in Ontario; (2) teacher beliefs and attitudes on the inclusion of students with 

ASD in general education classrooms; (3) supports required by teachers of students with ASD; 

(4) challenges of students with ASD and challenges faced by teachers working with students 

with ASD; and, (5) interventions and practices found beneficial in working with students with 

ASD. Because this research reported on the key issues, challenges, and successes described by 

specialist teachers, a review of the existing literature surrounding the five areas addressed above 

was fundamental to support the method and discussion of findings pertaining to the research 

purpose and questions for this study.  

Inclusion of Exceptional Learners in Ontario 

 

 Section 15(1) of the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (1982) states that “every 

individual is equal before and under the law and has the right to the equal protection and equal 

benefit of the law without discrimination and, in particular, without discrimination based on race, 

national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age or mental or physical disability.” The phrase 

“education for all” which Hutchinson (2017) notes “served as the title of a 2005 report in 

Ontario” (p. 5), introduced three teaching concepts that help teachers in facilitating the inclusion 

of all learners, regardless of exceptionality: Universal Design for Learning (UDL), Differentiated 

Instruction (DI), and Response To Intervention (RTI).  

 The shift towards inclusive education means that general education teachers are 

responsible for a wide range of ability levels in their classrooms. According to policy, all 
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teachers are required to create an environment in which all students in the classroom treat their 

peers as equals. While the use of concepts such UDL, DI, and RTI may enhance all learners’ 

educational experiences, there is also a need for general educators to learn about more specific 

and targeted strategies that will help them in teaching students with exceptionalities.   

The Ontario Ministry of Education is actively involved in the shift towards including 

exceptional students in the general education classroom. More than 14 documents and other 

informational resources that summarize the policies and guidelines related to special education 

(the inclusion of students with various learning needs) have been published (OME, 2010; Please 

also refer to Appendix E for a full list of publications). Education for All (OME, 2005) focuses 

on literacy and numeracy instruction for students with special education needs, and outlines 

seven beliefs used by the Ministry to “develop a framework, based on solid research, that would 

support the efforts of Ontario’s teachers to improve the quality of instruction for all their students 

from Kindergarten to Grade 6” (OME, 2005, p. 5). The seven beliefs outlined in Education for 

All (OME, 2005) are as follows:  

(a) All students can succeed, (b) Universal design and differentiated instruction are 

effective and interconnected means of meeting the learning or productivity needs of any 

group of students, (c) Successful instructional practices are founded on evidence-based 

research, tempered by experience, (d) Classroom teachers are the key educators for a 

student’s literacy and numeracy development, (e) Each child has his or her own unique 

patterns of learning, (f) Classroom teachers need the support of the larger community to 

create a learning environment that supports students with special education needs, (g) 

Fairness is not sameness (p. 4-5).  
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Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 

It is noted within Education for All (2005) that it may be beneficial for teachers to use 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) as a curriculum implementation strategy in the classroom 

to facilitate the inclusion of all learners. UDL affirms that each individual student is unique, and 

“will therefore benefit from a flexible curriculum that provides him or her with the appropriate 

pathways for reaching learning goals, as well as fair and accurate assessment” (OME, 2005, p. 

10). UDL considers students’ environments, as well as their assessment and learning 

expectations (Katz, 2013), whereas Differentiated Instruction refers to teachers’ use of various 

materials and mediums (e.g., handouts, lectures, video clips) to present information in creative 

ways that promote students’ active engagement in the classroom (Dixon, Yssel, McConnell, & 

Hardin, 2014).  

Katz (2012) introduced the “Three-Block Model” of UDL that provided teachers with a 

method for increasing student engagement and fostering inclusive environments. To make the 

implementation process easier for teachers, the model is broken down into three blocks: System 

and Structures, Social and Emotional Learning, and Inclusive Instructional Practice (Katz, 2012). 

The System and Structures block ensures that a policy of inclusion is maintained (without 

exceptions), and that schools hire administrators with expertise/vision. School staff are given 

adequate resources, time for planning, and the opportunity to meet with colleagues to discuss 

teaching strategies, as well as co-teaching (Katz, 2012).  

The Social and Emotional Learning block involves a program called Respecting 

Diversity (RD) with the objective of constructing “compassionate learning communities” 

through “democratic classroom management with class meetings” (Katz, 2012, p. 158). The goal 

of the RD program is for both students and teachers to develop an awareness of a self-concept 
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(e.g., pride in strengths and challenges), a sense of belonging, goal setting, and leadership skills 

(Katz, 2012). Creating a compassionate learning community also involves an awareness of the 

strengths and challenges of others, and the ability to value diverse groups (Katz, 2012). Katz 

(2012) determined that the program enhanced social inclusion as well as engagement, and that it 

not only benefitted students, but teachers as well.   

The Inclusive Instructional Practice block (Katz, 2012) uses a framework designed to: (1) 

establish physical and instructional environments so that students have access to differentiated 

learning opportunities that address their varied learning needs, and (2) teachers are taught a 

method of unit planning (for the year/unit) that incorporates evidence-based practices such as 

Understanding by Design (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), Differentiated Instruction (Dixon et al., 

2014; Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010), Curriculum Integration (Drake & Burns, 2004), and 

Assessment for Learning (Hargreaves, Gipps, & Pickering, 2014). The model focuses on the 

mastery of complex concepts through scaffolding, collaborating with colleagues, and using 

differentiated processes (Katz, 2012).  

Differentiated Instruction (DI)  

Differentiated Instruction differs from UDL in that the concept allows teachers to 

transform their instruction from a program-based pedagogy to a student-based pedagogy (OME, 

2005). Teachers are advised to adjust curriculum and instruction, to fit the needs of various 

groups of students (Tomlinson & Jarvis, 2009). “Differentiation is an approach to curriculum and 

instruction that systematically takes student differences into account in designing opportunities 

for each student to engage with information and ideas and to develop essential skills” 

(Tomlinson & Jarvis, 2009, p. 599). Teachers who effectively differentiate instruction respond to 

learner needs by presenting content in different and creative ways (content dimension), by 
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showing an interest in how the content is learned (process dimension), and by showing an 

awareness of how students respond to the content (product dimension; Dixon et al., 2014). 

Teacher use of adaptations and modifications in the classroom are designed to meet the 

individual characteristics of all learners, increase academic and social engagement, and 

encourage students’ progression into higher grades (Dixon et al., 2014).  

Response To Intervention (RTI)  

 

The Ontario Ministry of Education (OME, 2005) adapted the Response To Intervention 

(RTI) process, which in Education for All, is called the “tiered approach” (p. 60). The tiered 

approach utilizes methods of assessment and intervention that facilitate early identification of 

students who are at risk, and then provides adequate instruction for those who exhibit learning 

difficulties (OME, 2005). The first tier consists of using evidence-based practices in classroom 

instruction to encourage student progress. Teachers assess and monitor students’ progress to 

ensure they are responding to the intervention (OME, 2005). The second tier requires teachers to 

determine which students were not successful in progressing during Tier 1. These students may 

then be given more intensive instruction from other school staff (e.g., educational assistant, 

special education teacher) and work either one-on-one or in small groups (OME, 2005). Tier 3 is 

allocated for students who have failed to progress in both Tier 1 and Tier 2. These students may 

need to be referred for more extensive psycho-educational assessments, which may be combined 

with classroom observations, to guide more specialized instruction (OME, 2005).  

Teacher Beliefs on Inclusion of Students with ASD in General Education Classrooms 

 Effective instruction is heavily reliant on teachers’ attitudes, beliefs and educational 

background. Teachers’ beliefs, attitudes and practices are central to understanding and improving 

educational processes. Teacher attitudes, beliefs and practices are connected to strategies for 
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managing challenges that teachers face in their professional practice, and in their daily personal 

lives. As well, teachers play a large role in creating an engaging classroom environment and 

influencing student motivation and achievement.  

Brophy (1986) reviewed two decades of research and found that: (a) students achieve 

more when their teachers use effective management strategies to ensure that the time that is 

allotted for teaching and learning during the school day is maximized, (b) that teachers pace 

students through the curriculum in small steps that allow for high rates of success, and (c) that 

teachers adapt curriculum materials based on their knowledge of students’ characteristics. 

Guskey (1986) stated “staff development programs are a systematic attempt to bring about 

change—change in the classroom practices of teachers, change in their beliefs and attitudes, and 

change in the learning outcomes of students” (p. 5). Richardson (1990) posited that changes in 

beliefs and practices are intertwined, and that either has the potential to initiate change.  

There is a dearth of literature that examines teacher attitudes and beliefs and the extent to 

which teachers are motivated to support the inclusion of students with ASD in general education 

classrooms (Park & Chitiyo, 2011). As emphasized by Kosmerl (2011), the practice of 

incorporating students with ASD in the general education classroom continues to grow; however 

general education teacher’ beliefs about and attitudes towards the inclusion of students with ASD 

in their classrooms is often overlooked in empirical research.  

 As the number of students with ASD is increasing in general education classrooms, it is 

important to look at general educators’ dispositions toward inclusion. According to Ross (2002), 

successful inclusion is reliant on general education teachers’ beliefs and attitudes. While general 

educators are responsible for creating an inclusive environment for all students in the classroom, 

a welcoming and supportive classroom environment is especially important for those students 
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who have autism. Research suggests that it is the teacher who makes the students’ experience in 

their classroom either positive or negative (Murphy, 1997). This may be because teachers play a 

powerful role in getting to know their students and implementing strategies that meet individual 

students’ needs. According to Silverman (2007), teachers who view the opportunity to have a 

student with autism be a member of their class as a constructive opportunity are more likely to 

include students with autism in all aspects of classroom routines, and willingly adapt or modify 

classroom situations as required (as cited in Kosmerl, 2011).  

 Teachers play a crucial role for students with autism in many facets of care, management, 

and education (Alamri, 2016). Helps, Newsom-Davis and Callias (1999) state that it is the role of 

teachers to provide appropriate educational experiences and facilitate developmental 

opportunities for students with ASD, which aid in improving their social and communication 

skills. In the field of psychology, it is common practice for researchers to carry out studies which 

aim to measure attitudes (Kelly & Barnes-Holmes, 2013). Hadjikakou and Mnasonos (2012) 

posit that teacher’s attitudes towards autism are critical; and that attitudes can be defined as 

concepts that serve as a gateway for providing intervention and quality service for children with 

autism. Boone and Kurtz (2002) define the concept of attitude as “a person’s enduring favorable 

or unfavorable cognitive evaluations, emotional feelings, and action tendencies toward some 

object or data” (pp. 281-82). In this way, teachers are one of that most important variables that 

may influence that effectiveness of any autism intervention (McGregor & Campbell, 2001).   

Supports Required for Teachers of Students with ASD 

 Scholars in different fields have noted certain stresses that have an impact on teachers’ 

performance in classroom instruction and practices, which include: time restraints, work 

overload, problems with child behaviour, relationships with colleagues, working conditions, the 
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physical demands of teaching, and a lack of resources (Borg, Riding, & Falzon, 1991; Borg, 

1990; Blasé, 1986). Similarly, Kelly and Berthelsen (1995) have also recognized related 

constraints in regard to teaching practices such as time pressures, non-teaching tasks, children’s 

needs, parents’ expectations, personal needs, and interpersonal relationships. In the same way, 

teachers of students with ASD experience a unique set of stresses.  

There is a large base of literature which speaks to supports required and requested by 

teachers of students with ASD, and little research that highlights supports used by teachers of 

students with ASD. A large number of studies looking at the inclusion of students with ASD in 

general education classrooms state that although parents and educators, and support personnel 

conclude that interventions focussed on improving social and communication related skills of 

students with ASD are helpful in increasing the likelihood of students’ independence and success 

(Brown, Odom, & Conroy, 2001), research suggests that general education teachers do not feel 

confident in their ability to implement such interventions (Brown, Odom, & Conroy, 2001). In 

fact, some general educators have stated that they do not support an inclusive model of teaching 

in their classroom practice, because they feel they lack adequate training preparation for teaching 

in inclusive settings (Ross-Hill, 2009). McCray and McHatton (2011) explored both elementary 

and secondary general education teachers’ perspectives on teaching students with 

exceptionalities in inclusive classrooms and found that both groups of teachers addressed 

concerns about their lack of confidence in teaching in an inclusive classroom and both groups of 

teachers reported low self-efficacy in working with students with exceptionalities. McCray and 

McHatton’s (2011) study indicated that even after having taken a course on inclusionary 

practices, the teachers affirmed that they still required extra support in instructional strategies 

that work with students with exceptionalities. In addition to the concern raised about a lack of 
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education and preparedness, some teachers have voiced that they do not receive an adequate 

level of support within their schools (Ross-Hill, 2009). Finke, McNaughton and Drager (2009) 

found that teachers have requested the need for collaborative opportunities to aid in supporting 

the inclusion of students with ASD in elementary classrooms.  

 In Able, Srecovic, Schultz, Garwood and Sherman’s (2015) study on teacher and student 

supports needed for full inclusion of students with ASD, they conducted focus groups with 34 

teachers (elementary teachers n = 9, special education teachers n = 7, middle school teachers n = 

10, high school teachers n = 8) and found that teachers felt that they lacked knowledge in the 

following areas: (a) knowledge about ASD students’ individual characteristics, (b) 

accommodations related to social and academic needs, (c) facilitating students’ social skills, and 

(d) advocacy supports. Results of the study also showed that teachers reported the need for 

professional development opportunities that place an emphasis on practical strategies used to 

support the inclusion of students with ASD (Able et al., 2015).  

 Similarly, Lindsay, Proulx, Thomson and Scott (2013) determined that generalist teachers 

felt they lacked training and continuing education opportunities on how to work with students 

with ASD. These teachers lacked knowledge about ASD in general, and more specifically, 

children with ASD (Lindsay et al., 2013). One teacher said: “there’s a lot of kids who enter the 

classroom and the teachers don’t know what to do. So these kids are underserviced. If we don’t 

really understand the core problems with the kids, you can’t really teach them” (p. 355). Another 

teacher determined that more support was required for the inclusion of students with ASD to be 

successful:  

There is very little support for teachers in doing planning. Unless you have special 

education qualifications there really isn’t time or attention given to working on those 
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practices of planning for inclusivity….I think the additional qualifications course in 

Special Education have to have an autism component. I think boards have a responsibility 

to in-service their teachers on meaningful professional development for autism (pp. 355-

356).  

Additionally, one teacher in a study done by Lindsay et al. (2014) brought attention to the 

importance of teachers and colleagues relying on one another for inclusion strategies and advice. 

Perhaps it may be beneficial to have schools equipped with specialist teachers who have worked 

more extensively with students with ASD, so that general education teachers and specialist 

teachers have the opportunity to collaborate and support one another in teaching students with 

ASD.  

 Aside from professional development and collaboration, Rodriguez, Saldana and Moreno 

(2011) have found that teachers expressed concerns about the lack of information and resources 

available to aid them in supporting students with ASD. Again, professional development and 

additional training to improve teachers’ knowledge base on ASD has been a common conclusion 

in many studies (Able et al., 2015; Finke et al., 2009; Helps et al., 1999; McGregor & Campbell, 

2001; Segall & Campbell, 2012). Additionally, Rodriguez et al. (2011) suggest that general 

education classrooms are a demanding environment that require constant and consistent training 

and updating of teaching practices involving teaching students with ASD.   

Challenges of Students with ASD and Challenges for Working with Students with ASD 

 Students with ASD have particular challenges that may not always be addressed by DI, 

UDL, and RTI and can present unique dilemmas for general education teachers. The term 

‘spectrum’ refers to a continuum of developmental severity. Individuals at the more severe end 

of the spectrum, experience a lower level of functioning, as compared to individuals that may fall 
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within the minor end of the spectrum and have an average or above average level of intellectual 

functioning (Hutchinson, 2017). Regardless of the level of functioning, students with autism 

experience difficulties with understanding social situations and peer relationships. As well, they 

have difficulties with communication and a tendency to engage in restricted and repetitive 

patterns of behaviour, interests, or activities (Hutchinson, 2017). These tendencies leave students 

with ASD more prone to being bullied, more likely to have limited peer relationships, and more 

challenge by change. 

Particular Challenges Faced by Students with ASD 

Bullying. Elementary school students with autism are often bullied (Humphrey & Lewis, 

2008; Hutchinson, 2017; Rowley et al., 2012; Sofronoff, Dark, & Stone, 2011). As ASD affects 

social awareness and understanding, it leaves students susceptible to bullying from their non-

ASD peers. Factors such as anxiety, limited social skills, behaviour problems, anger, and social 

vulnerability contribute to these students being bullied at school (Sofronoff et al., 2011). 

Shogren, Lang, Machalicek, Rispoli and Reilly (2011) suggest that to decrease bullying between 

students with ASD and non-ASD peers, educators may teach students with ASD strategies for 

self-management, such as, being given a token for adhering to the following classroom rules: (1) 

stay in your space, (2) keep your hands to yourself, and (3) do what the teacher says. Teachers 

hope that by teaching students with ASD strategies for self-management, problem behaviours 

will decrease, such as hitting peers, taking peers’ materials, and wandering around the classroom 

(Shogren et al., 2011). By minimizing their disruptive and off-task behaviours, students with 

ASD may become less vulnerable to torment from their peers and may torment their peers less 

often (reciprocity).  
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Peer relationships. A majority of the literature surrounding peer relationships of students 

with ASD and their non-ASD peers focuses on adolescents. Peer relationships tend to become 

progressively more valuable for individuals of this age group (Jankowski, Moore, Merchant, 

Kahn, & Pfeifer, 2014) as there is a heightened desire to evade social exclusion and maintain a 

reputation in front of peers at this time (Blakemore & Mills, 2014; Cage, Bird, & Pellicano, 

2016). Children and adolescents with high-functioning autism have reported feelings of 

loneliness and minimal satisfaction with their friendships in comparison to typically developing 

(TD) peers (Bauminger & Kasari, 2000). Bauminger and Kasari’s (2000) findings suggest that 

high-functioning children and adolescents with ASD are aware of their social situations and 

exhibit a desire to have friendships, but lack the skill and opportunity to do so (Locke, Ishijima, 

Kasari, & London, 2010). 

 During their teen years, adolescents with ASD become more aware that they are 

different from their TD peers.  This knowledge of ‘differentness’ may cause them great and 

sometimes severe anxiety (Carrington & Graham, 2001). Often, adolescents with ASD use a 

coping mechanism referred to as “masquerading” in an attempt to ‘fit in.’ Masquerading is used 

as a way of “pretending to know how social situations work—to hide their social difficulties 

from their peers” (Cage et al., 2016, p. 13). Adolescents’ attempts at altering their personas 

causes them an intense amount of stress because they have now created an altered identity—one 

with which they have difficulty identifying (Bagatell, 2007; Carrington & Graham, 2001).  

Resistance to change. Children and adolescents with ASD demonstrate a need for 

routine in their daily lives, as they have difficulties with adapting to change in the environment 

(Carrington & Graham, 2001; Cihak, Fahrenkrog, Ayres, & Smith, 2010; Humphrey & Lewis, 

2008; Calder & Pellicano, 2013; Vincent et al., 2016). The school environment itself is a source 
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of anxiety for students with autism, because individuals with ASD are known to be opposed to 

change (APA, 2013). Humphrey and Lewis (2008) found that, for the participants in their study, 

order and predictability seemed to act as a ‘security blanket,’ allowing them to function. 

Participants in their study seemed to benefit from developing a routine of sameness in their daily 

lives (e.g., having the same eating habits, having the same routine when coming home from 

school).  

Challenges of Teaching Inclusively from the General Education Teacher’s Perspective 

 General education classroom teachers have expressed concerns with respect to including 

students with diverse learning needs. Insufficient time to teach lessons directed towards all 

learners is one of the major concerns (Jordan, 2007). Some educators claim that there are too 

many students in the classroom, with very little class time to deliver effective lessons that meet 

the needs of all learners, and, especially, those of students with exceptionalities who require 

extra attention (Jordan, 2007). Fuchs, Fuchs, Mathes, and Simmons (1997) suggested that most 

teachers treat their classroom like a triage set-up at a doctor’s office, where they determine which 

students warrant focused attention on the basis of who demonstrates the best chances of long-

term survival based on their abilities. Considering an up-to-date measure of what inclusion 

means, teachers should not use the triage method, but rather should balance their time with 

different individuals and groups (Jordan, 2007). By pulling away from traditional teaching 

practices and modifying their methods of teaching, teachers may be able to reach out to each 

student in their class (on some level) so that all students have a greater likelihood to progress 

(Jordan, 2007). 

 As mentioned, much of the literature surrounding challenges for students with ASD 

discusses the difficulty of forming relationships with peers (Able et al., 2015; Kasari, Locke, 
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Gulsrud, & Rotheram-Fuller, 2011; Locke et al., 2010; Rowley et al., 2012). Teachers, in large 

part, struggle to foster relationships among students with ASD and their TD peers, as TD peers 

may be unaware of ASD as a diagnosis (due to privacy laws). TD peers may be unaware of the 

behaviours associated with the diagnosis, and, as a result, it becomes challenging for teachers to 

create an understanding and empathetic environment in the classroom and discourage teasing and 

bullying (Lindsay, Proulx, Thompson, & Scott, 2013).  

Interventions and Practices Used with Students with ASD 

There are a number of interventions and teaching practices highlighted in the extant 

literature for working with students with special needs and ASD (Bondy & Frost, 1994; 

Brownell, Smith, Crockett, & Griffin, 2012; Cihak et al., 2010; Lindsay et al., 2014; Lytle & 

Todd, 2009; Maguire, 2005; McCurdy & Cole, 2014; Vincent et al., 2016; Welton, Vakil, & 

Carasea, 2004). This section highlights some of the key interventions and practices addressed in 

the literature.  

Disability Awareness 

Teachers who utilize an inclusive pedagogy (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011) in their 

classroom focus on all learners, and attempt to create an environment free of stigma towards 

students with ASD (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011). These particular teachers build a climate 

of acceptance and social inclusion by minimizing opportunities for exclusion and increasing 

disability awareness in the classroom (Lindsay et al., 2014). In doing so, teachers may be helping 

to make the classroom environment more welcoming for students with ASD.  

 Largely, evidence shows that being placed in an inclusive general education classroom 

setting does not necessarily guarantee that children and youth with ASD will be accepted, valued 

and included (Rillotta & Nettelbeck, 2007). For example, nearly fifty percent of children with 
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disabilities feel a sense of ‘differentness’ and feel lonely, isolated, unsafe and feel that they do 

not belong within their class (McDougall, deWit, King, Miller, & Killip, 2004; Tavares, 2011). 

This is alarming because according to the 2008 Participation and Activity Limitation Survey 

there are over 200,000 children and youth in Canada living with a disability, the majority of 

whom are in general education classrooms where there is an increased possibility of bullying and 

social exclusion (Ison et al., 2010; Tavares, 2011; Vreeman & Carroll, 2007). That being said, 

TD children’s attitudes towards their peers with disabilities and/or exceptionalities are often 

strongly influenced by their degree of knowledge about disability (Ison et al., 2010; Nowicki, 

2006; Rillotta & Nettelbeck, 2007; Roberts & Smith, 1999). Unfavourable attitudes and social 

exclusion are often the outcome of children and youth’s lack of knowledge about disabilities 

(Lindsay & McPherson, 2012; Rillotta & Nettelbeck, 2007). Perceptions of disability largely 

contributes to children’s attitudes and behaviours towards peers with exceptionalities, and so it is 

important to increase children’s understanding of individuals with exceptionalities (Nowicki, 

2006). Lindsay and Edwards (2013) suggest that disability awareness interventions and practices 

help to improve attitudes surrounding the concept of exceptionalities for TD students and has the 

potential to increase peer relationships and subsequently decrease exclusion of students with 

exceptionalities.  

For example, in their 2014 study, Lindsay et al. described the experiences of 13 

elementary school teachers in Ontario, Canada who had a background in teaching students with 

ASD. These teachers were interviewed and asked about strategies they use to aid in creating an 

inclusive environment within their classrooms. One theme of importance that emerged through 

their findings was building a climate of acceptance in the classroom. Several teachers reported 

that they were able to achieve a climate of acceptance by minimizing exclusion and promoting 
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disability awareness. To minimize exclusion, a number of teachers described how they attempted 

to find ways to minimize differences among students with ASD and their non-ASD peers. One 

practice that proved effective was pulling a small group of students out of the classroom and 

taking them to an alternative workspace, to complete work on the same task. The work groups 

consisted of students with ASD and students who were not on the spectrum, but who had 

volunteered to participate in the small group work sessions. One participant stated:  

I’m pulling anyone who needs to come for extra help not just the students who are 

identified as needing extra help so that way they don’t feel isolated so you don’t want 

them to get that social stigma attached sometimes to going for special Ed. So I take a mix 

of kids on a voluntary basis (pp. 116).  

Another participant found that to build an inclusive environment, it is important to foster an 

attitude of acceptance of all differences (i.e., intellectual differences, physical differences, 

religious differences) amongst students. One participant explained:  

Kids don’t like to feel different….Our school board, in particular, is very inclusive. 

Something I try to do with my whole class always is to make them understand right from 

the beginning of the year that we are all different and different kids do different things 

(pp. 117).  

Lindsay et al.’s (2014) study draws upon a purposive sample of 13 elementary teachers, 12 of 

whom supported the notion of providing students with information about the disorder. Teachers 

suggested different ways of going about raising awareness about disabilities in their classrooms, 

among which were: (a) having an older child self-disclose their condition and explain their 

diagnosis in relation to how they understand their diagnosis to the rest of the class, (b) using a 

video to educate students on the diagnosis and on behaviours that may arise so as that students 
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are not afraid or alarmed by what they see, (c) talking directly to the students in the class and 

brainstorming ideas regarding what they can do to make their ASD peers feel more included (i.e., 

inviting them to play games, stepping away from an altercation and asking a teacher what the 

best course of action would be in a particular situation) and, (d) the ‘buddy system’ or ‘circle of 

friends approach’ which pairs ASD and non-ASD students together so that they can get to know 

one another and develop an acceptance of each other’s differences while also spotting their 

similarities. Building a climate of acceptance puts a focus on abilities and discourages an 

emphasis on differences.   

Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) 

 Applied behaviour analysis involves the use of reinforcement procedures to increase 

motivation when teaching new skills to students, while at the same time attempting to decrease 

disruptive behaviours (i.e., being off task, any form of aggression, frustration or discomfort 

involving transitioning between subjects and locations) (Hall, 2013). An effective use of ABA in 

classroom setting involves: (a) observations of student behaviour and accurate recording of data 

by teachers and educational professionals, (b) a structured classroom environment to provide 

stimulus control, (c) using prompts such as visual schedules, verbal instructions, written and 

electronic schedules, and (d) an implementation of appropriate and required strategies (Hall, 

2013). ABA is best used for strategies that target self-regulation, reinforcement, and teaching 

new behaviours and new tasks (Ashcroft, Delloso, & Quinn, 2013). Research suggests that 

observing students in the classroom environment to discover the reasons behind their adverse 

reactions to certain stimuli is important because this information can be used to then create an 

optimal learning environment for the child (Kluth, 2010).  
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Visual Supports  

 It is stated in the literature that children with ASD are visual learners, as opposed to 

auditory learners and prefer alternative forms of communication (i.e., pictures, video) instead of 

written text (Cohen, 1998; Kluth, 2004). Hodgdon (2000) suggested that educators can give 

verbal directions repeatedly, however this does not mean that students will understand what is 

being asked of them. Hodgdon (2000) stated that it is not the number of times that directions are 

repeated, but the method by which the information is relayed, that aids in ASD students’ 

understanding of content. The use of visual supports provides structure, routine, and sequence 

that many children with ASD require to be able to complete everyday tasks and activities. 

Dalryaple (1989) noted that on top of impaired speech related communication issues, individuals 

with ASD also have a difficult time with interpreting social communication cues such as 

gestures, facial expressions, body language, and tone of voice, and consequently “as a rule of 

thumb, the more people with autism can be provided with visual cues, the better they will 

understand what they are supposed to do” (p. 5). Maguire (2005) specified, “traditional verbal 

prompts such as ‘time to clean up and go outside’ are not as successful with children with ASD. 

However, Maguire (2005) praises the effectiveness of interventions such as Picture Exchange 

Communication Systems and Social Stories. 

Picture Exchange Communication System. The Picture Exchange Communication 

System, for example, is an augmentative communication system used in classrooms with 

students on the spectrum who are non-verbal or who have trouble articulating their thoughts 

effectively (Bondy & Frost, 1994; Wallin, 2004). PECS is based upon Applied Behaviour 

Analysis (ABA; Ashcroft, 2013; Cooper, Heron & Heward, 2007; Hall, 2013) and underlines the 

importance of child motivation in communication. PECS involves teaching children to 
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communicate by handing their peer, parents, or teacher a picture or symbol card which represents 

something that the child desires or depicts what the child is trying to communicate (Bondy & 

Frost, 2003). For instance, if it is a snack that the child desires then the child will hand a symbol 

card with an image of food to their teacher. Koegel, Matos-Fredeen, Lang and Koegel (2011) 

stated that when using PECS with a student on the spectrum, the goal is to be consistent with the 

use of the symbol cards in daily routine. For example, Koegel et al. (2011) suggests that if a 

student wanted a snack, for instance, and went to grab their snack directly, a teacher might 

instead stop the student and prompt them to engage in a picture exchange (i.e., handing the 

teacher a symbol card of food) to maintain the effectiveness of the communication system 

through repetitive use. PECS has also been indicated as an effective method in increasing verbal 

communication in children with ASD (Charlop-Christy, Carpenter, Leblanc, & Kellet, 2002; 

Ganz & Simpson, 2004; Ganz, Simpson, Corbin-Newsome, 2007; Tincani, Crozier, & Alazetta, 

2006). 

 Social Stories. Welton, Vakil and Carasea (2004) state that social stories are a drawn or 

photographed (either by the teacher or by the students themselves) sequence of events that a 

child is likely to confront in a given setting (e.g., a school setting). Welton, Vakil and Carasea 

(2004) report that social stories are used to define: (a) which behaviour is expected, (b) how to 

attain the behaviour, and (c) what the reward is for that behaviour in a particular circumstance (p. 

45). Hagiwara and Miles (1999) posited that by using social stories to guide and refine student 

behaviour into actions that are expected and socially accepted in different social settings, it helps 

to decrease anxiety that children with ASD often experience when they are immersed in different 

environments without prior knowledge of what to expect in such settings; and, as well, social 

stories help improve the off-task or disruptive behaviours of children with ASD (i.e., aggression, 
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screaming, hitting, crying). Additionally, Social stories are also used to help children with ASD 

understand events from the perspective of others (Hagiwara & Miles, 1999).  

Relaxation Spaces 

Oftentimes changes such as a new activity, a change in material, or simply the demands 

of the day can evoke stress or anxiety for students with ASD (Lytle and Todd, 2009). Lytle and 

Todd (2009) and Kluth (2004) suggest providing students with ASD an area designated for 

relaxation where they are exposed to their preferred sensory inputs, which aids in reducing stress 

and anxiety they may feel in the standard classroom environment (i.e., caused by lights, noises). 

The authors suggest that the relaxation area can be a corner of the classroom or a separate room 

altogether. Lytle and Todd (2009) state that relaxation rooms or ‘sensory rooms’ may be 

connected to resource rooms or be within the classroom itself; they provide a calm environment 

that helps to reduce stress and anxiety, and they give students an opportunity to learn how to self-

regulate their own behaviour while resource personnel or teachers are in close proximity if extra 

support is required. Having the option of a ‘relaxation corner’ or ‘sensory room’ helps students 

with ASD to strengthen their ability to be able to recognize when they need to step away from a 

high anxiety situation. Relaxation spaces may include some of the following activities or aids: a 

notebook of yoga poses that they may do, headphones to listen to calming music, a rocking chair 

for vestibular input, aromatherapy (i.e., cotton balls soaked in oils and put in containers so that 

students may smell different ones).  

A 2016 study by Vincent et al. explored the experiences of seven university students at a 

university in the North of England through the use of critical autobiographies. The goal of their 

study was to collect insider accounts on some of the key issues, challenges and successes 

experienced by the seven university students. Data was also collected and analyzed by the 
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participants themselves. One of the major themes that arose from their findings was University 

support (e.g., a mentoring service, a common space for students with ASD free of unfriendly 

social and sensory stimulants) as reflected in student responses. One student named Edward 

wrote:  

The university has made great strides in this area thanks to it’s part in setting up a 

group…where people with autism/Asperger’s can meet with like-minded (and similarly 

‘socially challenged’) people in a quiet room or place on an evening, away from the 

bustle of university and city life. It is certainly a group that I have enjoyed attending and 

that I believe has helped to solidify my comfort with myself and the fact that I have 

Asperger’s (p. 11). 

By extension, elementary-aged students may benefit from having a separate space (e.g., a room) 

in the school where they can go if they are experiencing a sensory stimulus overload. For 

example, a Snoezelen room, which usually offers sensory inputs such as six-foot-tall lava lamps, 

gentle lights, soothing sounds or calming music and invigorating smells to help reduce stress, 

anxiety and agitation. Offering a safe and comfortable space for students with ASD where 

difference is accepted and celebrated may help in increasing their social confidence. 

Video Modelling 

 Video-based instruction is a suggested practical method to use for students with ASD 

because this method allows students to view positive and successful behaviours as opposed to 

negative and unsuccessful behaviours (Dowrick, 1999). Numerous literature reviews (Ayres & 

Langone, 2005; Banda, Copple, Koul, Sancibrian, & Bogschutz, 2010; Delano, 2007; Hitchcock, 

Dowrick, & Prater, 2003; Jowett, Moore, & Anderson, 2012) have established the effectiveness 

of using video-modelling techniques with students with ASD.  
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 One study in particular conducted by Cihak et al. (2010) found that when a student with 

ASD experiences a disruption in their regular routine, a manifestation of severe behavioural 

problems or acts (e.g., heightened aggressiveness, increased anxiety, becoming distressed, and 

refusing to participate in class activities) may occur. Cihak et al. (2010) determined that using 

Video Modelling via a video iPod and a system of least prompts to improve transitional 

behaviours might be beneficial for students with ASD. 

Cihak et al. (2010) looked at the efficacy of video modelling produced via a handheld 

device (video iPod), and the use of a system of least prompts (i.e., additional teacher verbal 

support) to accommodate four elementary-aged students with transitioning between different 

locations in a general education school setting. An ABAB withdrawal design1 was used to 

monitor the working relationship between the student viewing a video of themselves correctly 

making a transition, and the number of independent transitions made by the student. The data 

showed that the students’ transitioning improved with the intervention and decreased with the 

removal of the intervention. The results indicate the ways in which the use of a portable video 

delivery system promotes the inclusion of students with ASD in general education classrooms by 

reducing negative target behaviours (i.e., pushing).  

The researchers used the Intervention Rating Profile-15 (IRP-15; Martens, Witt, Elliot, & 

Darveaux, 1985), a 15-item Likert-type scale to ask teachers whether they thought that the 

intervention was effective and socially valid in a general education classroom to reduce problem 

behaviours of students with ASD during transitions. It was found that all teachers indicated that 

                                                 
1 The ABAB withdrawal design involves two parts: (1) gathering of baseline information, the 

application of a treatment and measurement of effects of this treatment; and (2) measurement of 

a return to baseline or what happens when the treatment is removed and then again applying the 

treatment and measuring the change. 
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they agreed or strongly agreed across all items (Cihak et al., 2010). Additionally, “all teachers 

reported that they would recommend the intervention strategy to other teachers and use the 

procedure again for other students, if needed” (Cihak et al., 2010, p. 113). With this being said, 

further research needs to be done that looks at the sustainability of such interventions, i.e., do 

general education classroom teachers routinize these interventions in their classroom after the 

initial procedure?  

Assistive Technology Devices  

Assistive technology devices are another form of intervention that can aid elementary 

school students with exceptionalities, including ASD. The Assistive Technology Act of 2004 as 

well as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) of 2004 defined an 

assistive technology device as “any item, piece of equipment or product system, whether 

acquired commercially off the shelf, modified, or customized, that is used to increase, maintain, 

or improve functional capabilities of individuals with disabilities” (Section 602 (1)). Teachers 

use technology to encourage collaborative interactions among peers, and to support students 

during direct and indirect instruction (Brownell, Smith, Crockett, & Griffin, 2012). In fact, 

“many approaches to UDL have relied heavily on the association with assistive technology” 

(Hutchinson, 2017, p. 221).  

Summary 

 This literature has discussed the importance of the inclusion of exceptional learners in 

general education classrooms, especially in Ontario, as substantiated by the 14 documents 

released on inclusion by the Ministry of Education since the year 2005. Secondly, this review of 

the literature has demonstrated that there is limited literature which looks at teacher beliefs and 

attitudes about the inclusion of students with ASD in general education classrooms. Thirdly, this 
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review has highlighted particular challenges that students with ASD face and provided an 

overview of challenges described by general education teachers for working with students with 

ASD. However, the literature surrounding challenges presented for general education teachers in 

regard to teaching students with ASD is limited and hearing the perspectives of specialist 

teachers may further address barriers to teaching students with ASD. Lastly, although it has been 

established in the literature that certain interventions and strategies work well for including 

students with ASD in general education classrooms, it is unclear whether or not teachers 

continue to use the interventions after the researchers leave the setting. As well, what is not 

shown in the literature are detailed explanations for how each intervention or practice is used in 

the classroom. The aim of this study, in talking to specialist teachers, is to gain an understanding 

of their attitudes and beliefs towards including students with ASD, what supports they find 

helpful in working with students with ASD, what challenges they see for working with students 

with ASD, and what practices they find beneficial in working with students with ASD. The next 

chapter will discuss the research methods used to conduct this study.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS 

 

 This study used a Qualitative Descriptive approach to report on successful strategies used 

by specialist teachers with elementary-aged children on the autism spectrum. This chapter 

describes the research methods used in the study and includes six sections: research design, 

sampling procedure, recruitment and participants, role of the researcher, method of data 

collection, and a description of the data analysis process.  

Research Design 

 

 In order to answer the research questions, the researcher needed to study a small sample 

size of specialist teachers who have worked extensively with students with ASD and collect data 

about concepts not easily measured (e.g., beliefs, practices, supports, and challenges seen for 

working with students with ASD in inclusive classrooms). The use of qualitative research 

methods allowed the researcher to gain rich and thick descriptions of specialist teachers’ 

experiences, therefore enabling a deeper understanding of the phenomenon being explored (Hays 

& Singh, 2012; Patton, 2002).  A qualitative research approach was the most suitable option to 

use to provide a detailed analysis of the data collected. The use of qualitative methods, 

specifically in-depth open-ended interviews, allowed the researcher to investigate experiences, 

perceptions, and events using participants’ own words and language and aided in exploring 

topics and concepts that could not easily be explored through the use of other research methods 

(Hays & Singh, 2012; Patton, 2002).  

 There are many approaches to conducting qualitative research; this research was 

conducted using a Qualitative Descriptive Study approach. Qualitative Description (QD) is a 

label used in qualitative research for studies that are predominantly descriptive in nature (Kim, 

Sefcik & Bradway, 2017). QD studies have been identified as appropriate for research questions 
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that seek to answer the who, what, and where of events or experiences and for acquiring insights 

from informants on a poorly understood phenomenon (Kim et al., 2017). More importantly, 

“qualitative description is a suitable goal when a straight description of a phenomenon is desired, 

or information is sought to develop and refine questionnaires or interventions” (Kim et al., 2017;  

Neergaard, Olesen, Andersen, & Sondergaard, 2009; Sullivan-Bolyai, Bova, & Harper, 2005). 

As one of the goals of this study was to contribute to the knowledge base on strategies which 

support the inclusion of elementary-aged students on the autism spectrum by gathering data from 

specialized teachers, Neergaard et al. (2009) would argue that qualitative description is the best 

methodology to use, because qualitative descriptive studies result in “a rich, straight description” 

of experiences, perceptions, or events of “informants’ experiences in a language similar to the 

informants’ own language” (p. 2). This research was conducted through the use of in-depth open-

ended individual interviews, which Neergaard et al. (2009) and Sandelowski (2000) described as 

the data collection strategy typically involved in conducting a QD study, since this approach 

allows the researcher to “gain a broad insight into a subject” (p. 2). 

Sampling Procedure 

 

 In keeping with the characteristics of a QD approach, the researcher used a combination 

of purposeful sampling and snowball sampling for participant selection (Kim et al., 2017). A 

purposeful sampling approach allowed for the selection of “information-rich cases” (Patton, 

2002, p. 230). This approach was used to “obtain cases deemed rich in information for the 

purpose of saturating data” (Lambert & Lambert, 2012). Palinkas et al. (2015) suggest that this 

approach involves “identifying and selecting individuals or groups of individuals that are 

especially knowledgeable about or experienced with a phenomenon of interest” (p. 534).  
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Snowball sampling was also used for participant selection, because this method 

“identifies cases of interest from people who know people who know what cases are information 

are rich” (Creswell, 2013, p. 158). Dr. John Freeman, a Professor of education, motivation, and 

cognitive studies at Queen’s University (and my then supervisor) connected me with my first and 

second participant. Dr. Pamela Beach, an Assistant Professor of Language and Literacy at 

Queen’s University, connected me with my third participant. Finally, a participant that had 

already been interviewed connected me by word of mouth to recruit my fourth and final 

participant.   

Recruitment 

 My research was conducted in a city in south eastern Ontario. This location was chosen 

for its abundance of potential participants, as well the connections that Dr. Freeman had with a 

number of educators within the area, which made for an efficient recruitment process. There was 

no need to conduct this research in a specific school or board, as the topic investigated in this 

research (i.e., the inclusion of students with exceptionalities, and specifically ASD) is mandatory 

throughout all schools and school boards in Ontario (OME, 2005, 2010, 2013). All participants 

recruited for the study were Ontario Certified Teachers and had experience teaching students 

with ASD in classrooms within schools and districts in Ontario.  

 The inclusion criteria for teacher participation required that: a) all teachers had 

experience with teaching students with ASD for five or more years, and b) all teachers held a 

Special Education Additional Qualification (AQ). All participants met the criteria, except for 

one, who only had two years of experience with teaching students with ASD. However, this 

participant in particular taught in a specialized classroom for two years, which only had only six 
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students (all of whom were on the spectrum) and therefore had intensive experience with the 

population under study.  

 In accordance with the Tri-Council Policy Statement-2 (TCPS-2, 2014), ethical clearance 

was sought from the university (General Research Ethics Board) and informed consent from the 

participants. Ethical approval for this study was obtained on February 2, 2017. As per protocol, 

an annual renewal was required if the study was to continue after February 2, 2018. The renewal 

clearance letter was granted on January 25, 2018. Each participant was provided with a 

combined Letter of Information (LOI) and Consent Form (CF) (Please see Appendix B). The CF 

outlined for participants that they had a choice of whether or not to participate in the study and 

that they could withdraw at any time. The LOI explained to the participants the purpose of the 

study, their role within it, how data collected during the interview would be used, and the process 

to withdraw from the study. Informed consent from all participants was obtained with a signed 

copy of the combined LOI and CF at the time of the interview. Any questions that the 

participants had were also answered at this time. A foreseen risk during the interviews was the 

possible mention of students’ real names. This was mitigated by asking participants to use 

pseudonyms or to use he/she to prevent the mention of specific names during data collection.  

  



36 

 

Table 1. Study Participants’ Defining Characteristics  

Pseudonym Sex Age Years of 

Teaching 

Experience 

Years of 

Experience 

with 

Students 

with ASD 

Grades 

Taught 

Schools 

Taught At 

AQs Taken 

 

 

 

 

 

Blair 

 

 

 

 

 

Female 

 

 

 

 

 

>40 

 

 

 

 

 

17 

 

 

 

 

 

11 

 

 

 

K, 1, 2, 3, 

4, 5, 6, 7, 

8 

Spec Ed 

Consultant 

Role (JK-

age 21) 

 

 

 

 

3 + 6 years 

in Spec Ed 

Consultant 

role 

moving 

around to 

different 

schools 

 

-Special Education, Part 1, 

Learning Disabilities 

-Special Education, Part 2  

-Special Education, 

Specialist  

-English as a Second 

Language, Part 1 

-Religious Education, Part 

1 

-Intermediate Geography 

-Applied Behaviour 

Analysis (Geneva Center) 

-Advanced degree in 

Education (Graduate level) 

 

 

Nathaniel 

 

 

Male 

 

 

>40 

 

 

16 

 

 

2 

 

K-8, 

mostly 

grades 4-5 

 

 

 

4 

-Special Education, Part 1 

-Advanced degrees in 

Education (Graduate level) 

 

 

 

Charles 

 

 

 

Male 

 

 

 

>50 

 

 

 

20 

 

 

 

5 

 

 

 

9-12 

 

 

 

10 

-Special Education, Part 1, 

Behaviour 

-Special Education, Part 2 

-Guidance, Part 1 

-Guidance, Part 2 

-Guidance and Career 

Education, Specialist 

 

 

Serena 

 

 

Female 

 

 

>50 

 

 

23 

 

 

18 

 

K, 1, 2, 3, 

4, 5, 6, 7, 

8, 9, 10, 

11, 12 

 

 

14 

-Special Education, Part 1  

-Special Education, Part 2  

-Religious Education, Part 

1 

-Principal’s Qualification, 

Part 1 

-Principal’s Qualification, 

Part 2 

 

 

Participants  

 Blair. At the time of the interview, Blair was celebrating 17 years as an educator. Over 

the years, her career took her in many directions. She started her career as a Primary/Junior 

teacher at a small rural school, teaching grades two and three. She then moved into a resource 

teacher position in a school as she has “always liked special education” (P1, p. 1, lines 5-6) and 



37 

 

began working with students on the autism spectrum. Following her years as a resource teacher 

she moved into a Board Office position as a Special Education Consultant with the primary role 

of working with and training staff on how to better support students with ASD. Blair said that in 

her role as a Special Education Consultant, she would go into schools where assistance was 

requested by teachers, and she would assist with anything the teachers needed support with in 

terms of understanding autism. Blair said that she  

did a lot of modelling and a lot of preparing things—how to put together a visual 

schedule, how to put together a reward program, how to use applied behaviour analysis, a 

lot of staff training, a lot of workshops, and because I was travelling to so many different 

schools I would get to know the kids quite well and their profiles (P1, p. 3-4, lines 56-

63). 

 Blair’s educational background in large part prepared her for working with students on 

the autism spectrum: she has a Bachelor of Arts and Science in social geography and history, a 

Bachelor of Education degree in the Primary/Junior divisions, a number of additional 

qualifications (Please see Table 1), and a Masters degree in Education.  

 Nathaniel. Nathaniel’s love for working with students with autism stems from factors 

concerning his personal life and his career choices. His teaching career began as an English as a 

foreign language instructor in South Korea. After teaching abroad, he then spent the next seven 

years teaching grades K to 8, with the majority of his time being spent in grade four and five 

classrooms. He then spent two years working in a specialized classroom for elementary-aged 

students with ASD. He explained that the classroom was considered specialized as there were 

only six students, four educational assistants, and one teacher.  
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 Nathaniel has a Bachelor of Arts degree in Humanities, a Bachelor of Education in the 

Primary/Junior Divisions, a Master of Education in curriculum studies, and a PhD in Cognitive 

Studies with a focus on kids with Special Needs and ASD, which he completed following his 

several years of teaching in Primary/Junior classrooms.  

 Nathaniel was very candid about sharing his experiences with teaching students who have 

ASD. He mentioned that when he first began his teaching career he “had a lot of anxiety” (P2, p. 

38, lines 733) around the thought of working with students with ASD and so he “resisted it for 

many years” (P2, p. 38, lines 733). One major factor that motivated Nathaniel to conquer his 

anxiety surrounding working with the students with ASD, was having a family member 

diagnosed with ASD. He explained, “I had someone in my family who has a diagnosis of ASD 

and I really got to see first-hand how the school worked for her, and also how it didn’t work for 

her and I became kind of generally interested in what schooling looked like for these kids” (P2, 

p. 6, lines 103-106).  

 Charles. Charles’ teaching career began, not with teaching, but with a profession that 

would later pique his interest in teaching. Before becoming a teacher, Charles worked in group 

homes for primarily youth, (and sometimes adults) with intellectual disabilities and 

behavioural/emotional issues. The group homes were situated within a major urban centre, but 

Charles spent some time at group homes in eastern Ontario as well. Charles mentioned that his 

transition to teaching was an easy one, given that his time spent in group homes gave him a lot of 

experience in working with individuals who have unique needs.  

 Charles has been teaching for about 20 years. His teaching career began in the late 1980’s 

when he worked as a day care teacher. Charles then received his teaching degree 1993 and 

started teaching as a certified teacher in 1999. He spent 14 years teaching at a High School in 
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eastern Ontario in a classroom for children with intellectual disabilities. He spent two years out 

of this 14-year span with the same school board as the autism support teacher, a job that required 

him to go from school to school at the Grade 9-12 level providing support where needed.  

 During our interview, Charles mentioned that he has learned much of what he knows 

about ASD over the last four years, in his most recent position as a Special Education 

Coordinator in eastern Ontario. He notes that although his position keeps him outside of the 

classroom, it allows him to collaborate with a team that organizes supports for students who have 

ASD. His interview substantiated that Charles cares deeply about providing educators with the 

necessary supports and resources required for them to accommodate students with ASD in their 

classrooms and is proactive in doing so.  

 Serena. Serena is a military wife who has spent more than half of her career working in 

Special Education related positions. Her status as a military wife has kept her moving around to 

different locations which include one of eastern Canada’s Maritime provinces, a province West 

of Ontario, a city in the West Midlands, England and a city in eastern Ontario. Serena’s shifts in 

location have allowed her to expand her knowledge on different issues pertaining to the field of 

Special Education, by experiencing the policies and their enactments in different school districts 

across Canada and internationally.  

 Serena has experience working at the Central Office of a school district as an educator in 

the Student Services office. She also has experience working as a system level Special Education 

Resource Teacher (SERT). Her role as a system level SERT was to assist students that came to 

her from different schools within the district’s school system. Serena later worked as a school 

level SERT, assisting students in the school in which she worked who had exceptionalities. The 

remainder of her career experience has been spent in the classroom at the Junior/Intermediate 
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level. In terms of Serena’s educational background, she has a degree in Business, a degree in 

Sociology, a Bachelor of Education, and a Master of Education in Policy.  

Role of the Researcher 

 My role during the data collection phase of the study was to be “a human instrument, or 

the vehicle through which data will be collected and interpreted” (Hoepfl, 1997). Glaser and 

Strauss (1967) and Struss and Corbin (1990) suggest that looking at a concept which they refer to 

as the “theoretical sensitivity” of the researcher, is useful when evaluating a researcher’s ability 

and readiness to undertake qualitative research. Straus and Corbin (1990) suggest that 

“theoretical sensitivity” points to a personal quality of the researcher and suggests that the 

researcher understands the subtleties of meaning of data; has insight and the ability to give 

meaning to data; and, the capacity to separate what is pertinent in the data and what is not. 

Strauss and Corbin (1990) state that “theoretical sensitivity comes from a number of sources, 

including professional literature, professional experiences, and personal experiences” (p. 50). 

The researcher of this study has looked at the literature extensively, has professional and 

research experience, and personal experience tied to the topic. 

The researcher has also abided by the interview protocol described by McMillian and 

Schumacher (2010) which states that the interviewer: (a) dress accordingly, and be friendly, 

relaxed, and pleasant, (b) provide honest answers to interviewee questions, (c) explain the 

purpose of the interview and ask if there are any questions, (d) record all answers either by hand 

or audio, and (e) probe the interviewee for further clarification of an answer (p. 207).  

Ameliorating the Potential for Bias 

In qualitative research, providing the researcher’s personal experiences, values, beliefs 

and biases is required because these factors may impact the researcher’s interpretations of the 
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findings (Denscombe, 2010). With researchers including their own biographical details and 

engaging themselves in introspection, readers may be able to see the connections between the 

researcher and the study (Creswell, 2014). This is particularly relevant to this study, given the 

researchers personal connection to the topic; and the impact of the researcher’s personal 

experiences, beliefs, perceptions and values should not be overlooked. Thus, I provide a brief 

account of my personal tie to this research. 

In Chapter 1 of this study I spoke about growing up with an Aunty with ASD and how 

my interactions with her fostered a greater understanding for the lived experiences of individuals 

who are not able to express their desires, needs, and interests in words. My research goal was to 

expand my knowledge and find ways in which all students, and specifically those with ASD, can 

have an equitable experience in the classroom, and find ways to share information with the field 

and the academy, i.e., help teachers and inform research. As well, my practicum experiences 

during my Bachelor of Education program working with students with exceptionalities further 

solidified my research goals.  

Denzin (1989) concludes, along with a number of other scholars he cites, that “all 

researchers take sides, or are partisans for one point of view or another. Value-free research is 

impossible. This is the case because every researcher brings preconceptions and interpretations 

to the problem being studied” (p. 23). The researcher’s closeness to the topic can potentially pose 

a threat to the trustworthiness of a qualitative study (Mehra, 2002). One step that a researcher 

may take to reduce bias is acknowledging and describing the positionality of the researcher in 

relation to the study and the participants (Huberman & Miles, 2002). Throughout this chapter, I 

have described in detail my methods that guided this study, and my supporting beliefs for 

choosing such methods. Patton (2002) describes that intellectual rigor is achieved when “a 
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qualitative analyst returns to the data over and over again to see if constructs, explanations, and 

interpretations make sense, if they really reflect the nature of the phenomena (p. 570). Johnson 

(1997) posits that this process involves self-awareness and allowed me to participate in “critical 

self-reflection” of my potential biases during the collection, analysis, and presentation of 

findings phases of my study to pinpoint instances where trustworthiness might have been 

compromised (p. 283). 

As the researcher of this study, I acknowledge the personal biases that I bring to this 

work and through the process of data analysis I attempted to ensure the trustworthiness of this 

study through taking steps to reduce my own biases. For one, I acknowledge the potential bias in 

relation to the participants chosen for this study. To ensure objectiveness, I sought to contact 

participants whose profiles matched the requirements of the interview. It was my goal to describe 

the experiences of specialist teachers and the specific ways in which they make the classroom 

more inclusive for students with ASD, as such, my selection of participants was inherently bias 

because of the particularly challenging topic area that I was attempting to address. However, I 

chose to select participants who were experienced in working with students with ASD, and who 

had specialized qualifications as they were best suited to answer this study’s research questions. 

As well, my research questions in large part had the potential to shape my findings. However, 

my research questions were open-ended and allowed for the participants to share their beliefs, 

values, and perspectives. It was my intention to have the participants share their stories, 

unencumbered by my personal beliefs and experiences. During the interview and data collection 

process I asked the participants prompting questions to ensure not only detail, but clarity in 

responses (i.e., to ensure I was capturing their story in the way they would like it to be told). As 

well, ongoing reflection and analysis took place during the span of the data collection phase, 
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which enhanced the trustworthiness of the data (Hays & Singh, 2012). Moving to the data 

analysis phase, the interviews were transcribed as soon as possible following the collection of 

data to ensure trustworthiness (Creswell, 2007). As described in the data analysis section, a 

constant comparative method (Hewitt-Taylor, 2001) was used to identify similarities between 

transcripts, and careful analysis and coding was done by hand to identify segments of participant 

responses, topics, categories, and ultimately the four overarching themes of this study. Most 

importantly, I was vigilant throughout the data analysis phase of this study and was careful to use 

the participants’ own language in describing their attitudes, beliefs, values, behaviours and 

perceptions. 

When I began this study, I had one lens from which I viewed this topic. The lens of a 

passionate niece wanting to address issues relating to inclusion and supports for students with 

ASD in classrooms, which stemmed from my experiences and observations of my aunty with 

ASD. This research process has allowed me to mitigate my biases through the exploration of 

literature and resources in the field, and by listening to the perspectives of individuals in the field 

who have intense experience in working with students with ASD. By undertaking this research 

my perspective has widened. No longer do I view this research from the perspective of my Aunty 

alone, but from the perspective of all students and individuals with ASD, and from the 

perspective of dedicated classroom teachers who work hard to make classrooms more inclusive 

for students with exceptionalities.  
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Data Collection 

In-depth open-ended Interviews 

 Data collection occurred over a four-month period, from March 9, 2017 to June 7, 2017. 

Four in-depth, open-ended interviews took place and varied in length (Please see Table 2). 

Bogdan and Biklen (1997) suggest that in in-depth interviewing “open ended questions are used 

in order to get as many details as possible” (p. 1) and that “open ended questions allow for the 

informants to answer from their own frame of reference rather than being confined by the 

structure of pre-arranged questions. Informants express their thoughts more freely” (p. 1). This 

technique was used to unearth the perspectives of the four teachers experienced in working with 

students with ASD that were interviewed. The in-depth format of interviewing “permits the 

researcher to explore fully all the factors that underpin participants’ answers: reasons, feelings, 

opinions and beliefs (Legard, Keegan & Ward, 2003, p. 141). Legard et al. (2003) suggests that 

initial responses are often relatively ‘surface’ level, and that an interviewer usually asks follow-

up questions to gain a deeper and fuller understanding of the participant’s meaning. In the case 

of this study, in-depth interviewing allowed the researcher to use a range of probes to achieve a 

depth in responses to the interview questions. 

The interviews were conducted at a time and in a format convenient for the researcher 

and informant (Please see Table 2). The interview questions were based on the research 

questions and questions asked in existing studies. The interview questions were worded in such a 

way that the participants had the opportunity to express their answers in relation to their personal 

experiences. The in-depth, open-ended style of questioning allowed the researcher to inquire 

more deeply into participants experiences and responses, allowing for a deeper and richer 

understanding of the highlighted practises. Questions were divided into five groupings: (a) 
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background; (b) specialist teachers’ beliefs about working with students on the autism spectrum; 

(c) practices specialist teachers find beneficial for students with ASD in inclusive classrooms; (d) 

supports that specialist teachers deemed helpful in working with students with ASD in inclusive 

classrooms; and (e) challenges that specialist teachers see for working with students with ASD in 

inclusive classrooms. The first section—background—provided me with information to utilize 

for participant introductions, as presented earlier in the recruitment and participants section of 

this chapter.   

During the interviews, brief notes were written on the interviewer’s copy of the Interview 

Questions document (Please see Appendix C) in the margins in order to ask probing follow-up 

questions, and to make quick notes of any key words that might assist in the analysis of the 

participants’ data. Each interview was recorded using the QuickVoice Recorder App (Version 

3.0.2) on both the interviewer’s iPhone and iPad, to ensure that a back-up copy was made. 

Originally, the interviews were supposed to be an hour in length; however, two of the interviews 

exceeded the time limit and were about two hours in length.  

Table 2. Participant Interviews – Format, Location, Length, and Date 

Participant Interview 

Format 

Location of 

Interview 

Length of 

Interview 

Date of 

Interview 

 

Blair 

 

In person, face-

to-face 

Queen’s 

University, 

Duncan 

McArthur Hall. 

 

2:14:52 

 

03-09-2017 

 

Nathaniel 

 

 

Skype 

 

Online, Skype 

 

1:53:00 

 

03-14-2017 

 

Charles 

 

In person, face-

to-face 

School Board 

Office in eastern, 

Ontario 

 

0:49:29 

 

04-04-2017 

 

Serena 

 

 

Phone 

 

Phone 

 

1:02:48 

 

06-07-2017 
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Data Analysis 

Analysis of Interviews 

 Patton (2002) suggests that qualitative research begins with an inductive approach—an 

approach that allows categories, themes, and patterns to surface from the data collected. Initial 

data analysis began by using a constant comparative method of analysis (CCM) in order to 

identify and refine categories until saturation of the categories was reached (Hewitt-Taylor, 

2001). Once all interviews had been conducted and audio-recorded, each interview recording 

was listened to twice and a list was written that identified potential similarities. The process of 

analyzing the data collected required organizing the data, coding, developing categories, and 

finding patterns.  

 To undertake analysis, audio-recordings from the interviews were transcribed verbatim 

by using a Word Processing program (Hays & Singh, 2012). Interview recordings, transcripts, 

and notes were only accessible to myself, my then supervisor, and my current supervisor. Each 

audio-recoding was uploaded to a website called otranscribe.com where files may not be saved, 

in order to ensure the privacy of all participants. The website was used to slow down the speed of 

the recordings so that the researcher could listen to the interviews while typing verbatim using 

Microsoft Word, version 16.15. Once all transcripts were complete, the researcher verified the 

credibility of each transcript by replaying each interview in slow speed and following along to 

make sure that all information given in the audio-recordings by the participants was represented 

accurately in the transcripts. To ensure reliability, a soft copy of the transcripts was then emailed 

to participants to complete member-checking: each participant was asked to verify his/her 

transcript to ensure the statements characterized his/her beliefs, views, experiences, and 

behaviours. Pseudonyms were used to guarantee confidentiality. The participants then had the 
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opportunity to identify and request the deletion of specifics with which they were uncomfortable. 

All participants reviewed their transcripts within two weeks of receiving the email, either with 

requests for omissions or no requests for omissions. The number of pages transcribed for each 

interview were:  

Table 3. Pages transcribed  

Participant Pages (double-spaced) 

Blair 74 

Nathaniel 44 

Charles 30 

Serena 29 

 

The field notes from the interviews consisted of 25 audio-recordings of the researcher’s thoughts, 

and 20 pages of written notes.  

McMillan and Schumacher (2010) described four phases in the inductive analysis 

process, each of which was used to analyze the data in this study. The use of this qualitative 

framework allowed for topics, categories, and patterns to surface from the data. Patterns of 

meaning were constructed using segments, topics, and categories (Please see Table 5). Segments 

identified the supporting data (participant responses) from the transcripts, topics identified the 

subject of the participant responses (segments), categories represented the meaning attached to 

linked topics, and patterns identified relationships that emerged from the repetition among the 

categories (Stake, 1995). 
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Table 4. Building Patterns of Meaning from Qualitative Data. (Adapted from McMillan and 

Schumacher, 2010, p. 378). 

 Before coding began, the transcripts were printed off and double-spaced to allow for 

notes in the margins and the use of sticky notes and highlighters. The transcripts were then read 

multiple times to get a sense of the data gathered. Using the constant comparative method of 

analysis (CCM) described by Hewitt-Taylor (2001) all four transcripts were coded by the 

researcher until no new codes emerged from the data. This process was done by hand, rather than 

using a computer. A suitable code was given to each topic (segment) of speech (i.e., colour 

coded with different coloured highlighters and sticky notes). Upon completing the coding, it was 

clear that there were similarities between and across participant responses.  

Phase one. After analyzing all interviews, 131 topics were coded. Once the topic codes 

were reviewed and further analyzed, the number of topic codes was reduced to 46. For instance, 

NEW INFO (ever-changing resources), and STAYING FRESH (up-to-date with new ideas) were 

combined into one code which was STAYING CURRENT. Initially, the appendices were to be 

used as a separate results chapter for each participant, however coding revealed that there were a 

large number of similarities among the data collected from the four participants, and the 
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researcher decided that combining the results of all four participants into one chapter would 

strengthen the richness of information provided.  

 Phase two. The second phase involved looking through each participants’ profile and 

looking for similarities. Coding was not necessary at this stage as all analysis was complete and 

no new codes were apparent. However, this stage helped in defining how the codes (topics) 

would fit into categories. The 46 topic codes were collapsed into 16 categories. These categories 

were then used to create 4 patterns (themes) (Please see Table 5). 
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Table 5. Emergent Topics, Categories, and Patterns. 

Topic 

(subject identification) 

Category 

(meaning of linked topics) 

Pattern 

(themes) 

Staying current Motivated to Teach Students 

with ASD 

Teacher Attitude and 

Disposition Self-taught 

Willing to adapt classroom 

routine/instruction 

Positive attitude Teacher Resiliency 

Emotionally draining 

Rank issues (high-risk vs. 

low risk) 

   

Teach the student in front 

of you 

Focus on Personal Goals, Not 

Curriculum  

Educational Priority/Focus 

Success if achieving their 

goals  

Emphasis on curriculum  

Two different types of 

learners 

Education for Students as a 

Binary System  

Focus on ‘able people’  

Being socially accepted  

Primary responsibility of 

teacher 

Make the Classroom 

Physically Safe 

Students exhibiting 

aggression make classroom 

unsafe  

   

Professional development Teacher Knowledge School and Classroom 

Environment Barrier to teacher 

knowledge 

Special Education AQ 

should be mandatory 

Policy makers to not make 

policies without knowing 

how classrooms operate 

Having people to turn to for 

advice 

Expert Support/Collaboration 

Helping teachers 

understand the diagnosis of 

autism 

Build positive relationships 

(encouragement) 

Student/Teacher 

Relationships 

Stimuli that cause 

discomfort 

School Environment not 

Conducive to Learning 
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Suggested calming multi-

sensory environment 

Safe/accepting learning 

environment (minimize 

bullying) 

Resources which are 

currently inaccessible  

Wish List 

   

Zones of regulation Practices and Strategies that 

Improve 

Social/Communication Skills 

Classroom Practices and 

Strategies Avoid generalizations 

Peer support networks 

Fidget toys 

Social skills across contexts 

Structured play  

Developing skills of non-

verbal students  

Targeting students’ 

interests 

Practices and Strategies that 

Improve Student Social 

Engagement Reward system 

Building on tangible 

resources to cater to specific 

needs  

Practices and strategies that 

Target Individual 

Accommodation  

Chaining (scaffolding) 

Video modelling and 

PowerPoint 

Practices and Strategies that 

Target Behaviours Related to 

Transitioning  Making the environment 

predictable 

Adjusting to new stimuli in 

the environment  

Breaking down the act of 

transitioning between 

locations 

Body breaks  Practices and Strategies that 

Target Behaviours Related to 

Inattention 
Social mapping  

Visuals as prompters 

Visuals as schedules  

There is a reason for all 

behaviours  

Practices and Strategies that 

Target Behaviours Related to 

Aggression Functional behaviour 

analysis 
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CHAPTER 4: SUMMARY OF MAIN FINDINGS 

 

 In this chapter a summary of the main findings will be presented. There are four main 

themes that emerged from the interview data. Each of the four participants (Blair, Nathaniel, 

Charles, and Serena) had an opportunity to describe their beliefs about working with students 

with ASD, the practices they found beneficial for students with ASD in inclusive classrooms, the 

supports they found helpful in working with students with ASD in inclusive classrooms, and 

challenges seen for working with students with ASD in inclusive classrooms. Appendices A, B, 

C, and D provide in-depth participant profiles. 

 The overall main finding of all four interviews was that each participant had a clear 

philosophy and orientation to working with students who are on the autism spectrum. Charles 

takes a collaborative approach to teaching students with ASD and believes that “it’s very much 

about helping the people around the person with autism understand how they can support that 

person” (P3, p. 4, lines 65-66). Nathaniel’s philosophy on teaching students with ASD, “is just 

like my philosophy on teaching students’ period, which is just, let’s offer them the same dignity 

that we would offer adults…kids are people too” (P2, p. 8, lines 146-147). Serena’s philosophy 

on teaching students with autism is two-fold. She believes that “they have a right to an 

education” (P4, p. 6, lines 105) and that “it’s incumbent on the part of the education system to be 

responsive to the needs [of students with ASD] as if they can learn” (P4, p. 6, lines 106-107). 

Blair’s description of her philosophy on teaching students with ASD captures what is most 

important to her as an educator, and that is, “you teach the kid in front of you…you teach the kid 

not the diagnosis” (P1, p. 6, lines 122-123). 

In the following sections I summarize the highlights of each theme. The four themes are: 

(a) Teacher Attitude and Disposition, (b) Educational Priority/Focus, (c) School and Classroom 
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Environment and (d) Classroom Practices and Strategies. Theme 1, Teacher Attitude and 

Disposition will highlight the inherent qualities of mind and character of four specialist teachers. 

Specifically, the theme will discuss their beliefs on teaching students with autism, and the 

challenges that come with teaching a high needs population. Theme 2, Educational 

Priority/Focus gives insights into what each specialist teacher deems most important to know 

when teaching students with ASD. Theme 3, School and Classroom Environment highlights 

student-teacher relationships, expert support/collaboration, teacher knowledge, and outlines how 

a school environment may not be conducive to learning. Theme 4, Classroom Practices and 

Strategies discusses classroom practices and strategies that target: (a) Social/Communication 

Skills, (b) Student Engagement, (c) Individual Accommodation, (d) Changes to the Environment, 

(e) Transitioning, (f) Inattention, and (g) Aggression.  

Theme One: Teacher Attitude and Disposition 

 Three out of the four participants interviewed stated that their choice in working with the 

ASD student population was not a deliberate one. Charles’ past work experience in group homes 

with individuals who have unique needs was crucial in his commitment to teaching students with 

ASD. He said, “the career sort of picked me after that, rather than me picking the career….When 

a change presented itself to work with kids with autism at the High School level, I took it as a 

way of learning something new” (P3, p. 3, lines 51-54). While Charles’ career decisions led him 

directly into working with the ASD student population, Nathaniel had a different experience. 

Nathaniel was initially nervous to start working with high needs children because he “felt like 

the moment you get a Special Education Part 1, they are going to put you in a Special Education 

classroom” (P2, p. 5, lines 96-97); however, he was drawn to teaching students with 

exceptionalities despite resisting it. Similar to Charles, Serena explained that her choice to 
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specialize in working with students who have ASD was not a conscious one, “I didn’t choose…it 

just happened… I didn’t say, “okay, I’m going to become an expert in autism,” “I just had kids 

[in my class] who were diagnosed with autism and I had to learn about it” (P4, p. 4, lines 73-79). 

Blair was the only one out of the four participants interviewed who knew from the beginning of 

her teaching career that she wanted to teach students with exceptionalities, because she has 

“always liked special education” (P1, p. 1, lines 5-6). What is clear from the interview data 

collected on Charles, Nathaniel and Serena is that although they may not have intentionally 

chosen to begin teaching students with ASD, they all came to deeply value working with the 

ASD student population.  

Motivated to Teach Students with ASD 

One area of concern when discussing the inclusion of students with autism spectrum 

disorder in elementary classrooms is having educators in the classroom who want to be in 

classrooms where they are teaching children with different learning needs. Charles’ interview 

responses discuss the challenges and pressures that come with accommodating students with 

ASD in the classroom. His responses demonstrated that having a positive attitude about 

supporting children with ASD made his goal of supporting students with ASD easier to 

accomplish. 

Staying current. Charles’ interview responses indicated that it is important to find new 

and creative ways of teaching students with ASD; and make sure that they were learning the 

material and concepts necessary for their academic success, but in a way that met their individual 

needs. Charles mentioned that “staying fresh with new ideas about how to support kids, and 

really looking at individual needs [is hard]. How do you manage the balance of really hard work, 

really challenging kids, relentless days that are really challenging?” (P3, p. 23, lines 431-433). 
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Charles explained that, a lot of the time, it is a question of personal growth and understanding 

one’s own limitations and learning how to overcome them. He recognizes that new teachers are 

oftentimes scared to admit that they do not know something, but he believes that this fear 

decreases over time. Charles said, “the more open you are and the more you recognize your own 

limits and you recognize your own goals, then you have things to work for. It’s an ongoing 

process” (P3, p. 24, lines 441-443).  

Self-taught. Both Blair and Serena were quick to realize that “you have to know 

something about autism if you’re going to teach a kid on the spectrum” (P1, p. 7, lines 144-145), 

and both teachers were active in their search to learn about the diagnosis, the children in their 

classrooms, and the strategies and resources that would better help support these learners. Serena 

said,  

there were kids who were diagnosed with autism, and I needed to learn about autism, and 

then I needed to learn more about sensory [stimulation and preferred practices], and I 

needed to learn more about communication, and I needed to learn more about visual 

supports…it just evolved out of what the kids needed (P4, p. 5, lines 74-78).  

Similarly, Blair feels that her role as a teacher is “figuring it (i.e., the diagnosis) out….I just 

started looking things up and trying to figure the diagnosis out and going to the library and 

looking online” (P1, p. 56, lines 1123-1124). All four participants agreed that you have to be 

committed to students with autism to be in the classroom with them, and to be teaching them. 

 Willing to adapt classroom routine/instruction. Blair discussed how important it is for 

teachers to build relationships with their students and to make a point of getting to know what 

supports and what hinders their students in the classroom. She said that one of the signs of an 

exceptional teacher is one who is willing to adapt or tweak their classroom routine/style of 
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instruction to aid in the learning experience of a student with ASD. Such an approach, she 

believed, may increase their productivity, and ultimately students’ future successes. She 

explained, “you have to have flexibility with kids on the spectrum and just a willingness to be 

open to [the fact] that this kid just learns differently” (P1, p. 6, lines 268-269). Blair thinks that it 

may be potentially problematic, if for instance, a teacher is too set in his or her ways and thinks, 

“nope he’s going to do what I want him to do and that’s that” (P1, p. 13, lines 267-268).  

 Serena suggested that there is an attitudinal continuum when examining whether the 

classroom experiences of students with ASD are learning-centered or teaching-centered. Serena 

explained what she means by a teaching centered classroom experience: “on a continuum there 

are teachers who say, this is the curriculum expectation, this is how I’m teaching it, and if they 

can’t get it that’s their problem. That’s the attitude about the teacher and what the teacher is 

willing to do or not do—and then the onus rests with the student, to learn” (P4, p. 12, lines 199-

202). In comparison, she described what she sees as a learning centered classroom experience: 

“the other end of the continuum is learner centered and focuses on learner needs and what the 

educator needs to provide to the student so that they can grow and develop—so the onus is on the 

educator to facilitate learning. Serena has found that there are teachers whose classroom 

instruction is more teaching-centered (i.e., focused on what the teacher would like to do and what 

the teacher expects from students) as opposed to learner-centered (i.e., what resources, aids, tips, 

and tools students require from the teacher). She suggests that it may be beneficial for teachers to 

adopt a learner-centered attitude to teaching, as a learner-centered attitude to teaching may aid in 

increasing student growth and development.   
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Teacher Resiliency 

 One participant discussed how working with children with ASD may oftentimes be a 

challenge for teachers, especially new teachers. For early career teachers and others without 

special education certification, it may be a personal and professional challenge to support 

students with ASD in an inclusive setting. Nathaniel’s interview responses demonstrated that 

although supporting children with ASD is very challenging, having a positive attitude; being 

aware of the root of a child’s discomfort; and, tackling issues as they arise may facilitate 

overcoming the challenge of teaching in an inclusive manner. 

 Nathaniel described the extent of the daily challenge for teachers, by comparing the 

responsibility to those experiences by parents of children with ASD. Nathaniel explained,  

It’s really hard not to get emotionally drained when working with kids with ASD. [When 

you look at] the literature around parents of kids with ASD…there are toxic levels of 

stress, marriages break down more often, they have chronic illnesses more often, they just 

have stress levels that are off the charts relative to parents of typically developing kids. 

It’s a pretty common problem. Why is that? Because it’s incredibly hard, or it can be 

incredibly hard to be the parent of a kid with special needs (P2, p. 40, lines 777-783).  

Nathaniel believed that just as it is emotionally draining for parents to take care of a child with 

ASD at home, it takes a toll on a teacher to meet the demands of a child with ASD at school. 

Nathaniel also believed that teachers cannot not know the child as well as the parents do and so 

therefore a lot of their time is spent analyzing a child’s behaviour and getting a feel of their 

personality type, their interests, and their learning style so that they may be better able to 

accommodate each child in the classroom. This is extraordinarily difficult in a classroom full of 

diverse children and the demands of academic lessons to plan and deliver. It is particularly 



58 

 

difficult for teachers because “You get less of that emotional feedback from them…some of 

these kids will never say, you know, Maria you’re the best teacher I’ve ever had, you’ve changed 

my life, I’ll always remember you. You’re just giving and giving and giving and it’s easy to sort 

of burn out” (P2, p. 41, lines 799-805).  

 Nathaniel suggested that one way to combat emotional stress that comes with teaching 

students with special needs is to break down issues into smaller chunks and tackle them as they 

arise. He explained that when he taught in a specialized classroom of six students with ASD, he 

found it helpful to rank issues in order of priority and focus on high-risk situations first. In that 

regard, Nathaniel noted that working with high needs kids is comparable to  

being an ER nurse or what I imagine being an ER nurse is like. You know, the first night 

is just the wildest night of your life, you’ve got people coming in, you’ve got objects 

jammed into ribs and broken limbs and people weeping and someone who looks like they 

are going to hack up a lung and they have so much mucus and stuff and it’s just wild—

but then after months and years of being an ER nurse it’s just another Tuesday night, you 

know what I mean?  (P2, p. 41, lines 809-815).  

Nathaniel believes that there is a limit to how much teachers should emotionally invest in 

supporting their students with ASD in the classroom. Being too emotionally invested may lead to 

burn out, and possible physical or mental health related issues. He believes that it is important for 

teachers to take care of themselves so that they may take care of all of the children for whom 

they are responsible. Nathaniel said,  

it's really easy [for teachers] to be overly emotionally invested, and you know sometimes 

it’s emotionally exhausting even more than physically exhausting to be in a job like this. I 

might seem a bit sociopathic for saying this…but you kind of need to not turn off your 
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emotional response but dial it back a bit….There’s a saying about parenting that goes a 

loving parent is only as healthy as their sickest child and I think that’s also true about 

teachers in that a good teacher is only as happy as his saddest student. It’s really tough to 

be around kids who are anxiety ridden or emotionally unregulated or who just have a 

miserable time at life because you want them to have fun and you’re doing so much to 

make their lives better…but just being able to sort of function without all that extra 

emotional labour, that worked for me (P2, p. 42, lines 819-832).  

Nathaniel realizes that although there may not be a steady stream of good experiences, teaching 

students with special needs can still be very rewarding. Nathaniel said,  

there’s a lot of really amazing experiences that happen and I wouldn’t have changed 

anything or given up that time…there’s a movie called Pulp Fiction that came out a while 

back. There’s a scene in Pulp Fiction when one of the characters has had a drug overdose 

and the person’s heart has stopped and so the other person has to put a syringe of 

adrenaline directly into their heart and its actually kind of an exciting scene. They get up 

close on the chest and go *krrr* and they have to drive it right through the sternum right 

into the heart and the person goes WOAH! and wakes up because they’ve just had 

adrenaline put right into their heart. I use that metaphor to explain [my outlook] because I 

think that working in a general education classroom is a little bit like having a drip bag of 

adrenaline…because every day is cool and interesting and fun and you get this feedback 

and it’s just like this steady stream of like this good experience. When working with kids 

with special needs you may not get any of that feeling for the longest time and then 

you’re like ‘OH MY GOODNESS come here, come here, come here, look at this, look at 

this, look at this!’ And the person’s like, “what’s he doing?” And I’m like “it’s what he’s 
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not doing, he’s not hitting himself and he’s able to manage his emotions this is the most 

beautiful thing,” and you’re crying and stuff and they’re like “get a hold of yourself!” It’s 

like having that adrenaline shot right in your heart (P2, p. 843-860). 

Nathaniel concluded that those “moments can really sustain you as a teacher” (P2, p. 43, lines 

860-861).  

Theme Two: Educational Priority/Focus 

 All participants demonstrated similar beliefs with respect to their educational priority and 

focus as teachers of students with autism spectrum disorder. All participants suggested their 

belief that classroom instruction and learning environment may improve when the diagnosis is 

not the centre of attention, as Blair summarized, “you teach the kid in front of you…you teach 

the kid not the diagnosis” (P1, p. 6, lines 122-123).  

 Charles’ understanding of a classroom is that it is a place in which all students need to 

learn. In his experience, teachers frequently come across students who require accommodations 

even though they may not have an Individual Education Plan (IEP). Charles believes that it is 

helpful to “look at what specific needs they have regardless of their diagnosis” (P3, p. 9, lines 

146-147). He explained, “the diagnosis is often a gateway to services—so a student who may 

present as someone with ASD but doesn’t have a diagnosis may not have access to the same 

supports” (P3, p. 9, lines 147-149). Serena was of the same mindset; she noted that teachers may 

have students who “probably are close to meeting the diagnostic criteria for autism but miss it on 

1 or 2 points so they are not diagnosed…the techniques that you would use for a student on the 

spectrum would probably be very beneficial for them” (P4, p. 23, lines 432-435).  

In Blair’s experience, there are usually clear signs indicating that a child has different 

learning needs when being compared to typically developing (TD) children. In that regard, she 
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said “if there is a student that you kind of suspect is on the spectrum but there is no diagnosis, 

but you suspect, hey a little quirky here, a little quirky there, I am still going to try the same 

kinds of strategies to figure out” (P1, p. 16, lines 312-315). Blair further clarified that in facing 

such situation, the best course of action may be “finding out as much as I can about the child so 

that I can be proactive and say, ‘hey you know if this is a kid that needs a visual timer, needs a 

visual schedule, great, I am going to have that’” (P1, p. 16, lines 322-324). In summary, “it’s 

about looking at those individualized goals, not looking at the ASD so much but saying what 

does this person need and trying to include a variety of instructional practices in your practice” 

(P3, p. 17, lines 313-316). 

Focus on Personal Goals, Not Curriculum  

During our interview, I asked all participants what they thought that successful education 

for students with ASD looks like. Charles and Blair shared similar views—they both believe that 

successful education for students with autism happens when teachers are focused beyond the 

curriculum to students’ personal goals (i.e., social skills, mental health).  

According to Charles, successful education takes place for students with ASD when they 

are “successful in achieving their goals” (P3, p. 7, lines 113). That said, he recognizes that “the 

goals may be individualized, but they’re successful when they’re achieving those goals” (P3, p. 

7, lines 112-113). Charles believes that it is important for teachers to, first and foremost, attend 

to challenges surrounding the students’ diagnosis before undertaking curriculum related 

challenges. As a Special Education Coordinator, Charles coached teachers on how to better set 

students up for success in the classroom. He reported:  

you may have a student in a mainstream class who has autism and they have a number of 

challenges related to social/communication skills in addition to curriculum challenges 
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and quite often what we’ll do is we’ll encourage teachers to modify their academic 

expectations so that the kids can be working on some of those other expectations like 

their self-regulation and communication, that sort of thing, and when those goals are met 

then they are in a position where they’re actually ready to learn other [content] (P3, p. 7, 

lines 114-120).  

That said, Charles understands that “they may not be achieving the curriculum as quickly as the 

system would expect them to, but they’re achieving their goals—and that’s successful” (P3, p. 7, 

lines 120-121).  

Charles found that ignoring the specific needs of students with ASD, may result in 

unsuccessful education. For instance, a student may feel badly about his or her progress if a 

teacher focusses solely on the student’s inability to meet certain curriculum expectations, while 

ignoring other accomplishments. Charles believes that teachers should focus on the skills that 

students with ASD need extra assistance with, i.e., in most cases their social and communication 

skills. Pushing students to achieve curriculum milestones as they attempt to tackle social skills, 

may result in frustration on the part of the teacher as well as the student. For example, Charles 

further explained:  

If you’re attempting to get a student to learn a particular math thing and you know they’re 

resistant to the math because they’re having difficulties with social things, then their lack 

of success can be compounded by pointing it out to them that they’re not being successful 

in math (P3, p. 8, lines 127-131). 

Charles thinks that there is too much emphasis for children with ASD to meet the curriculum 

expectations at the same level as typically developing students.  
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 In the same way, when Blair thinks of successful education for students with ASD, she 

focuses her attention on mental health, more so than the curriculum because, “there is so much 

more now around self-regulation, and behavioural, and the social, and the emotional, and the 

mental health. I think that a student who is going to be successful in school is a student who can 

handle all of that, all those pieces” (P1, p. 12, lines 235-237). She said,  

for a student with ASD maybe the academic piece is super easy, maybe they are brilliant 

and can handle the curriculum no problem, but the social, the emotional and all those 

other pieces that actually are woven through the curriculum…maybe teachers need to 

look at where do they need extra support…and for kids with ASD we know that typically 

they struggle socially (P1, p. 12, lines 238-246). 

Blair believes that it is important to look at “what students need now, but also what they are 

going to need a bit later” (P1, p. 13, lines 253-254). It is important, therefore, to work on social 

skills that are required in later grades, because without those necessary social skills, the academic 

aspect of learning will become challenging. 

 Serena’s description of her role as a teacher encapsulates what she deems most important 

in working with students with ASD: “it’s about empowering kids to talk about what they need so 

that they can learn. It’s really about the learning, it’s not about the teaching” (P4, p. 12, lines 

229-231). She believes that by focusing on learning it will enhance a students’ ability to advocate 

for themselves and take charge of their own experience in the classroom. She argued, “if you are 

teaching kids how to listen to a teacher, then they don’t learn, what they learn is how to respond 

to directions” (P4, p. 13, lines 233-234). Serena’s responses during our interview demonstrated 

her concern for teachers needing to use their roles more effectively to ensure that all students 

learn and feel included in the classroom.  
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Education for Students with ASD as a Binary System 

 Nathaniel’s experiences as a classroom teacher have led him to believe that some 

teachers still look at the education system for students with exceptionalities, and specifically 

students with ASD, as a binary system. Meaning, a two-part system that is made up of two 

different types of learners (i.e., those who ‘can’ and those who ‘cannot’). Nathaniel suggests that 

a focus on diagnosis may have contributed largely to this binary view on student ability. 

Nathaniel said,  

I know that education is not a binary, we have a whole spectrum of kids who have 

different abilities…but we end up still thinking about kids in a binary—those who can 

and those who cannot—we tend to almost always think about kids with ASD as one of 

those cannot kids. They may not be able to learn math, they may not be able to speak, 

they might not be able to regulate emotion, they may not be able to socialize….I think 

that kids with ASD can really thrive in school spaces, but I think that we aren’t always set 

up so that they can be their best person (P2, p. 9, lines 171-180).  

Nathaniel believes that regardless of diagnosis, all students, with or without an exceptionality, 

have different learning needs, and different capabilities. Therefore, he suggested that it may be 

beneficial for teachers to discard and revise entrenched views of the education system. Nathaniel 

acknowledges that although the identification of diagnosis may be beneficial in acquiring 

supports for students with ASD, he has noticed a stigma that accompanies the label, which 

creates an air of ‘otherness’ or ‘difference.’ Nathaniel suggests looking at the student as an 

individual and figuring out what works for them, and adjusting classroom instruction 

accordingly, so that students may be successful in their learning.  
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 Similar to Nathaniel, Serena believes that the education system focuses primarily on 

typically developing children, who she calls ‘able people.’ As Serena reflects on her own 

teaching experience and her knowledge of other teachers’ classroom practices, she notices that 

when educational professionals determine what strategies and practices to use in schools they 

often do so based on what they deem beneficial for “able people” (P4, p. 10, lines 178), i.e., a 

person who is not diagnosed with ASD. As a result, students with ASD are put on a separate 

level, compared to their non-ASD peers. Serena believes that this creates an unfair advantage for 

the “able” students in the classroom. 

 One of Serena’s main concerns with students with ASD being viewed as separate or 

different from their non-ASD peers is that it raises the issue of “being socially accepted. Being 

part of the classroom, being part of the school, and being able to actively participate in every 

aspect if that student is interested” (P4, p. 9, lines 145-147). She expressed her frustration by 

saying, “who gets to decide who gets accepted?” (P4, p. 10, line 175). As a fundamental part of 

her pedagogy, Serena practices differentiated instruction (DI). She believes that educators are 

responsible for creating opportunities that will aid in enhancing the academic, social and 

emotional development of all students in the classroom, regardless of diagnosis. The ultimate 

goal is to figure out what each individual student needs and incorporate specific strategies into 

lessons that help students learn the content at hand.  

Make the Classroom Physically Safe 

 During our interview, Nathaniel spoke about what he believes to be the primary 

responsibility of a teacher. Nathaniel said that when he asks people (i.e., B.Ed. students, teachers, 

principals) what they believe the number one job of a teacher is, he usually gets answers similar 

to the following: 
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We’re here to inspire or we’re here to teach people to be their best selves or we’re here to 

light the fire and not fill the pail and all those wonderful platitudes. Which are true, those 

are definitely in the top five jobs, but the number one job we always have in the 

classroom is to keep everyone physically safe (P2, p. 11, lines 205-209).  

He mentioned that there is often concern raised when it comes to having students with autism, 

who may exhibit aggressive behaviours, being placed in general education classrooms. He 

mentioned that safety is a priority and that students with ASD should not be placed in a general 

education classroom if they are a danger to their own safety and that of others. Nathaniel 

provides an example based on his teaching experience:  

There was a student in my classroom who would self-hit and we would have to track it 

because you have to know how many times a kid would hit himself and there was about 

two months where the average self-hits a day was about 400, and so obviously his thighs 

are all bruised and beaten up, that sort of thing, and if you try to intervene then he would 

sort of come after you. So that’s an appropriate example of someone who would just rip a 

grade 3 classroom apart and that teacher would probably be terrorized. She would 

probably go on stress leave because she doesn’t have the resources to train 31 kids on 

mean median and mode and dealing with this other kid who is self-injuring (P2, p. 12, 

lines 225-233).  

Nathaniel added, “I’m not saying that he needs to be in an [specialized classroom] or in a 

different school, I’m just saying that he doesn’t belong in a class with 35 other kids just for the 

sake of inclusion, that’s unfair to him, it’s unfair to the other kids” (P2, p. 12, lines 233-235). 

Nathaniel explained that he worked with the boy and monitored the behaviour and his self-injury 

went down and steadily decreased until it was no longer occurring. As a result, Nathaniel was 
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able to move him from his specialized classroom into a Grade 6 classroom for sixty percent of 

the day.  

Nathaniel said that “once kids can be physically safely put in the classroom, I think we 

should be putting them in those classrooms and we can find out sort of the best ways to teach 

them and support them emotionally and support their sensory diets inside the classroom, but I 

think that safety first is my first concern” (P2, p. 11, lines 219-222).  

When Nathaniel spoke, one could sense his deep belief that students with autism should 

not be included in general education classrooms for the sake of inclusion, but “until every 

classroom is as resourced and as trained as these special education classrooms, it’s unethical to 

keep them in general education classrooms (P2, p. 3, lines 63-65). Nathaniel explained that he  

worked in a school board with a pure-inclusion model…and we were pressed with kids 

who were self-injurious and aggressive…but we worked really hard to get them into their 

age appropriate classrooms as often as we possibly could…I was always trying to help 

my students to increase their communication and reduce their anxiety so that they could 

go and join the grade 3 classroom for gym or join their grade 6 classroom for math class 

(P2, p. 5, lines 80-87).  

Nathaniel’s interview emphasized the need for adequate supports and resources to make 

classrooms and resource classrooms a safe environment for all students, and for teachers.  

Theme Three: School and Classroom Environment 

 

 All four participants indicated that creating a safe and accepting learning environment 

was important to them in their classroom practice. Nathaniel, in particular, introduced an 

impactful way of thinking about the school environment in relation to students with ASD and 

other exceptionalities. He believes that 



68 

 

kids with autism and special needs end up really enriching a school environment. If kids 

with autism are thriving in a school, then you know that everyone is thriving in a school. 

It’s like these kids are the dragonfly nymphs of the school—they are like the biomarkers 

(P2, p. 33, lines 640-643).  

Around the time of the interview Nathaniel had been helping his daughter with her Grade 9 

science course work, and she was learning about a concept called biomarkers. During our 

interview, Nathaniel used his knowledge of biomarkers to make an analogy between students 

with autism and or/other exceptionalities and their learning environment. He explained: 

When you are trying to find out if a pond has healthy water or not, it could be really time 

consuming to test all the water, but you can use certain kinds of bugs as biomarkers. So, 

if there are dragonfly larvae in the pond you know that it’s good water to sustain that kind 

of insect (P2, p. 33, lines 651-654).  

Nathaniel believes that “kids with ASD are like the dragonfly larvae of the school system, in 

that, if they are thriving, it’s an amazing program” (P2, p. 33, lines 655-656).  

Teacher Knowledge  

 Participant responses demonstrated that teacher knowledge affects the school and 

classroom environment. For instance, although Serena has been a school level SERT, a system 

level SERT, and a classroom teacher for many years, she implied that she did not always feel 

prepared to teach the ASD student population. She explained that because she had students in her 

classroom with autism spectrum disorder she felt she had to learn about the diagnosis to be able 

to better support her students. Serena found that experimenting with different types of resources 

was helpful in her pursuit to make her classroom more inclusive. She shared some of the 
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resources which she used to help expand her repertoire of knowledge on teaching students with 

ASD: 

[I went to] workshops. I got interested and read books. I talked to parents and I talked to 

students with autism…whenever there was an assessment on a student, I read it. I 

followed the advice and recommendations given by occupational therapists and speech 

language pathologists and tried really hard to follow their recommendations (P4, p. 6, 

lines 96-99).  

Serena understands that part of creating a positive and supportive learning environment for 

students with ASD, is developing the knowledge on how to better accommodate students with 

ASD. Serena explains that engaging with different materials and resources and testing out 

different strategies that she learns about through her self-driven research has allowed her to 

“develop a skill-set” (P4, p. 5, lines 84) over time, and as a result teaching students with ASD 

has now become “automatic” (P4, p. 5, lines 85) to her.  

 Professional development. Charles values the impact that educating teachers has on 

improving the educational experience for students with ASD. In his role as a Special Education 

Coordinator, Charles believes in equipping classroom teachers with the knowledge they need on 

how to better support students with ASD in schools and in classrooms. By equipping teachers 

with the knowledge and resources they need, it may improve the overall school and classroom 

environment. Charles explained that his school board has established an ‘autism team’ as a 

resource for teachers. Charles said, “we have 6 people on a team all together and so we have 

people going into classrooms and that’s a huge resource for…the highest needs kids” (P3, p. 18, 

lines 334-338). He further clarified that teachers may gain access to these supports through the 

autism team and that they have a system of a tiered level of supports:  
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At the first tier, we want teachers to be having the knowledge and skills to be able to 

meet the needs of all the kids, whether they have ASD or not. At the second level, you 

might identify a kid with ASD as needing some extra supports and you might work with 

your in-school team, which would be like the teacher and the student support teacher, and 

the administrators, and the parents and maybe other community partners who are 

involved. You might talk to them about…the things that work well and the classroom 

teacher can put those in place. And the highest level, if the student is needing more 

support, then they would be putting a referral in for our team and then that’s quite 

specific individualized supports—someone coming out and working with the teacher and 

getting to know the student and giving the student maybe the one-on-one attention (P3, p. 

13, lines 344-353).  

Charles believes that it is important to educate teachers on how to better support students with 

ASD as “we [i.e., autism team] want the classroom teachers to be the front line where they’re 

giving most of the support” (P3, p. 19, lines 354-355) and that is why “building that capacity is 

sort of our first aim” (P3, p. 19, lines 356). Classroom teachers should be the “first line of attack” 

(P3, p. 20, lines 361) in having the resources and the knowledge to make their classroom 

accessible to students, whether they have ASD or not. At the second “line of attack” (P3, p. 20, 

lines 361) would be the schools’ resource teachers—the Student Support Teacher, at the 

Elementary level and the Learning Program Support Teacher, at the Secondary level.  

 Barrier to teacher knowledge. Blair considers one of the major barriers to teacher 

knowledge to be “relationships” (P1, p. 53, lines 1062). Blair found that oftentimes generalist 

teachers do not feel comfortable enough to ask for help, whether it was a colleague in their 

school, somebody at the board, somebody in the community, or parents” (P1, p. 53, lines 1062-
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1064) because they felt that they would be judged by others for not knowing everything about 

ASD. Blair argued that teachers, and especially new teachers should not feel this way because 

teaching students with exceptionalities is a “whole new learning curve” (P1, p. 52, lines 1059). 

Blair said, “how can you know everything? You can’t know everything” (P1, p. 53, lines 1054-

1055).  

 Similar to Charles and Serena, Blair believes that teachers may benefit from actively 

searching for resources, either independently or with the help of resource teachers and Student 

Support teachers. Blair believes that teachers are there to support each other and that they all 

have the same goal of improving the educational experience and learning environment for 

students with ASD. Blair said,  

If I am going to pretend that I know nothing about ASD, logically I should go to my 

resource teacher first and say hey do you have readings or anything I can do. If they don’t 

know anything about autism, then they should be able to point you to a person at the 

board office that holds that portfolio that can help–it is about figuring out, okay, who are 

my people that I can talk to, are there trainings coming up, because there are always 

trainings. There are community partners that you can check in with and they have 

workshops, there are lots of free online workshops through the Geneva Centre and they 

are a leader in Ontario for that (P1, p. 54, lines 1071-1082).  

Blair concluded that “if you are actively looking for information, it shouldn’t be too difficult to 

find someone who knows something” (P1, p. 54, lines 1095-1096).  

 Special education course should be mandatory. Blair strongly believes that a course in 

Special Education for pre-service teachers “should not be a choice…it should be mandatory, but 

we know coming out of teacher’s college that [it is not mandatory]. She recalled that when she 
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was in teacher’s college, “there was only three hours of Special Education instruction offered, if 

you wanted it” (P1, p. 50, lines 1009-1010). The reason Blair strongly believes that a course in 

Special Education should be mandatory for all teachers is because not every teacher will receive 

training outside of teacher’s college once they begin teaching for a board. Blair stated that,  

most boards across the province [i.e., Ontario] should have done training, and should 

have offered workshops. The boards linked up with the Geneva Centre in Toronto [had 

the opportunity to access] a lot of training, and workshops, but not every teacher got 

there. It is going to be those teachers that did not get [training], those are the ones that 

you need to worry about (P1, p. 50, lines 997-1000).  

Blair sees the positives in making the Special Education Additional Qualification course 

mandatory for all pre-service teachers. She said that “when it comes to teaching students with 

ASD or with learning disabilities in general…there are a lot of very specific things…it’s a whole 

other area that you have to be knowledgeable in to be able to teach our kids with learning 

disabilities” (P1, p. 51, lines 1019-1022).  

 Blair found that teachers who did not currently have students with ASD in their classes 

“did not think that they needed to know anything [about ASD]. But we would say, you are going 

to get a kid, there will absolutely be a child that will come to you on the spectrum and you are 

going to need to know, so let’s set you up [with training] anyways” (P1, p. 1042-1044). Having 

knowledge and information about the tools and practices that may be used to improve the 

educational experience of students with ASD may be an asset in creating a healthy school and 

classroom environment for administrators, educators, and students. 
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 Policy makers should not make decisions without knowing how classrooms operate. 

Blair feels strongly about policies that trickle down from the board level by policy makers who 

are not “seeing the classroom live” (P1, p. 59, lines 1193). She acknowledges that “most of our 

folks at the board office, like the superintendents, they have all been teachers (P1, p. 60, lines 

1010-1211), but she argues that “things change” (P1, p. 60, lines 1211-1212).  

It is important to realize that the school and classroom environment is evolving and that 

administrators should remain current and up-to-date on what happens in schools by visiting 

classrooms regularly. She stated that “one of the things that frustrates me is that people, decision 

makers and policy makers, often make decisions and policies without coming in [to classrooms] 

and seeing, and living it, and being a part of it” (P1, p. 59, lines 1182-1184). Blair further 

solidified her argument against policies being put forth without policy makers having spent time 

in the classroom by saying,  

these policies get put into place and teachers are told okay you should do this because this 

is really helpful for all your students on the spectrum. And I think, okay, if you haven’t 

been in [the classroom] to see this kid, in this context, in this school, with the kids 

around, and with this particular teacher and this particular routine, then how do you say 

that that’s what I should be doing for my student? How do you tell me that that’s what I 

should be doing when you haven’t seen all the variables? The only variable they are 

taking into consideration is, this is a kid on that spectrum and these are the things that 

typically work for a kid on the spectrum, and so you should be doing it (P1, p. 59-60, 

lines 1198-1205).  

Blair clarified that when she says that decisions makers should come in to see the classrooms, “it 

doesn’t mean coming in for an hour, it means coming in and hanging out for a few weeks maybe, 
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and seeing everything, seeing all the pieces, because how can you make a decision that’s going 

to impact everybody if you don’t have all the pieces” (P1, p. 60, lines 1216-1220).  

Expert Support/Collaboration 

 Both Nathaniel and Charles believe that collaborating with other teachers and 

professionals may open up avenues for teaching inclusively (i.e., supports, strategies/techniques, 

methods of instruction) and aid in increasing teacher knowledge. Nathaniel drew from his 

experience working in a specialized classroom with only six students on the autism spectrum. In 

this classroom setting, Nathaniel found that having people to turn to for advice when you are 

unsure of what to do in certain situations is extremely beneficial for teachers of students with 

ASD. While reflecting on his time in this specialized classroom, Nathaniel said,  

I would say that the supports and resources that I used that were most useful was being 

able to access the occupational therapist and physiotherapist and speech-language 

pathologist. All those extra specialized team members were really important. I saw 

myself not as necessarily the expert in everything that these kids needed because I don’t 

know the occupational therapist’s job as well as she does, I don’t know the 

physiotherapist’s job as well as she does—but I can work as the hub, so all these 

resources get coordinated and implemented in the classroom (P2, p. 28, lines 556-562).  

For example, when the occupational therapist says “he needs to do x number of jumping jacks 

every day to get his physical health and circulation improved,” then I can make sure that happens 

in my classroom” (P2, p. 28, lines 563-565).  

 Similarly, Charles believes in a collaborative approach to teaching the ASD student 

population. Charles believes that, “it’s very much about helping the people around the person 

with autism understand how they can support that person” (P3, p. 4, lines 64-66). Unlike 
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Nathaniel, a classroom teacher who sought out the assistance of other professionals, Charles’ 

role as a Special Education Coordinator was to work with his team to organize professional 

development opportunities for teachers and educational assistants to help them understand 

autism and the strategies that are beneficial for enhancing the experiences of students with ASD 

in the classroom. Charles believes that what is important in the school and classroom 

environment is 

building the capacity of teachers, educational assistants, administrators, the public. Kids 

with ASD have very individualized goals just like anyone else so you want them to meet 

their goals but the way to get there is quite often through the people around them and 

bringing the resources and know how to folks. We have some resources that we share and 

making sure that they’re aware that those are there (P3, p. 8-9, lines 138-144).  

Both Nathaniel and Charles recognise that it takes a team to educate students with ASD. When 

teachers and ancillary professionals work together to come up with strategies, tools, and 

resources that may improve the educational experience for the students in their classroom, it 

creates a positive learning environment for teachers and students involved. There is always room 

to learn, and improve on practice, as evidenced by this statement made by Serena, “I followed 

the advice and recommendations given by occupational therapists and other professionals and 

tried really hard to follow, and then when I couldn’t I invited them into my classroom and was 

like help me do a better job” (P4, p. 6-7, lines 99-102).   

Student/Teacher Relationships 

An important part of building a positive and accepting classroom environment is having 

teachers who are eager to form meaningful relationships with their students. Serena’s aspiration 

and willingness to learn about her students and their needs allows her to build positive 
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relationships with her students. Serena believes that a give and take relationship strengthens 

communication between teacher and student. As Serena reflected back on her experiences with 

previous students she said,  

what I have figured out is that if you take a small step with anybody [towards] building a 

positive relationship, whether or not they are on the spectrum, and they have learned to 

trust you, they will do a lot more. When you respect somebody, they act like a person 

who is respected. When you disrespect somebody, they act like a disrespected person. 

When you think that somebody is capable, they will [be] (P4, p. 14, lines 271-279).  

Serena stated that “when you are responsive to people’s needs, people will share what 

their needs are with you, and when you acknowledge that something is a challenge and difficult 

for them, that is okay because all of us find something challenging and difficult” (P4, p. 14, lines 

280-283). Not only is this approach relevant to students with ASD, Serena believes, but, it is also 

relevant to all students and, in fact, all people. When individuals feel as though their peers, 

colleagues, teachers, and parents genuinely support them and believe in their ability to achieve 

their goals, their motivation to reach those goals might be increased because they themselves will 

think, “[yes], I am capable” (P4, p. 15, lines 281). Serena advocates for positive encouragement 

because she believes it to be a strong motivational tool.  

The Impact of the Physical Environment on Learning for Students with ASD 

 It is commonplace that when students are subject to an environment that is not conducive 

to learning, it makes it difficult for them to concentrate. Change in the environment is a common 

factor in causing discomfort and disruption in the learning process for students with ASD. 

Nathaniel proposes that “there are some unique characteristics about ASD that make it kind of an 

unusual space, and even when we as educators are doing our best to create a humane space for 
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the kids, sometimes the system itself is not a good fit” (P2, p. 7, lines 124-126). Nathaniel 

explained, “our classrooms are almost all universally lit by these buzzing flashing bulbs…and 

loud noises…and it remains to look at how the sensory input can sometimes be the reason why 

some kids have a hard time at school” (P2, p. 7, lines 126-129). He spoke of a time when he 

arranged a meeting with the teachers at his daughter’s school to talk about her discomfort with 

the sound of the bell that rang to start and end a period. He said,  

we were having a meeting about what we could do, and I told them that they had to 

dampen the alarm because it was one of those clanger bells. She was terrorized by this, 

every time it went off she would throw up. She had a really physical response to it, and so 

what I did was, during the meeting every time that the bell went off, because our meeting 

was a couple hours long, every time it went off I did this *slaps face* and I slapped 

myself hard in the face as a way of saying that’s what it feels like for her every time she 

hears that bell. After that meeting, the teachers went, and they took off the front bell of 

the mechanism and they put a hat in there so that they could really dampen the sound, 

which is really cool. Kind of a happy ending to that story (P2, p. 8, lines 130-142).  

Nathaniel does not believe that “schools are really built for children, period—and if they are, you 

know, potentially useful places for learning, it’s often not for kids with ASD” (P2, p. 8, lines 

130-144). Nathaniel’s responses demonstrate a need for parent advocacy.  

 Nathaniel suggested that students with autism may benefit from learning while immersed 

in a multi-sensory environment. He advocates for the use of a sensory room called a Snoezelen 

Room, which is, “sort of a sensory place. Each room is a little different. The room could have six 

feet tall lava lamps or some kind of music or a light show or something” (P2, p. 31, lines 624-

626). A Snoezelen room is a great idea so that “kids can have a place to disconnect and have this 
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real sensory experience…they have this really calming [atmosphere] and kids can really gain 

from it” (P2, p. 32, lines 626-828). It may be helpful for all schools to have a room that is 

designed with the purpose of creating a calm atmosphere that lowers the anxiety that students 

with ASD may experience in the standard school/classroom environment.  

 Safe/accepting learning environment. While Nathaniel spoke about the characteristics 

of the physical learning environment, Blair spoke to the importance of building a safe and 

accepting learning environment in relation to social dynamics. Blair believes that one of the most 

important things to remember as a classroom teacher is that “we have kids in the classroom who 

are on the spectrum and then there are kids that are not” (P1, p. 37, line 756) and that it is 

common that children who are not on the spectrum “don’t always understand” (P1, p. 37, line 

757) why there are students in the classroom who have different learning needs and who may 

require accommodations. Blair said her first step in educating typically developing peers on the 

diagnosis of ASD is to  

talk to parents and say “hey are you okay with, you know, we’re doing all these different 

things for your child and the other kids are trying to understand, are you okay if we talk a 

little bit about autism? And you can come and be a part of that conversation or you could 

let us do it”–and then we would always make sure that the child on the spectrum was out 

of the classroom for that (P1, p. 37, lines 758-762).  

Since students without ASD, or without exceptionalities may not understand what other students 

experience, Blair thinks it is important to educate TD peers on the topic as they are bound to 

have classmates throughout their years of schooling who have exceptionalities. She does not 

believe that using the label of autism is helpful when talking about a student with ASD, because 

“it gets messy, and then the word goes into their head and they start thinking that they are 
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different” (P1, p. 40, lines 805-806). She prefers framing it as, this is a student who “learns 

differently” (P1, p. 38, lines 803).  

Blair takes age and grade level into consideration when providing her students with 

knowledge on the diagnosis. For instance, she reported, “we might use some books if they are 

younger. There are some great books about kids on the spectrum and Ian’s Walk is a nice one. 

Depending on the age, you give them what they can handle, you talk to them in the language 

they can handle (P1, p. 38, lines 765-768). Blair noticed that by talking openly about the 

diagnosis and how students with ASD experience learning in the classroom,  

we would just see a big difference in the way the kids would relate. Then we would be 

able to talk about the child’s strength, like, “hey did you know that that kid can build 

something in Lego [blocks] in like a minute flat?” And he’s like “no way!” “Yep, 

absolutely!” So, then all of a sudden there is something pretty cool about that kid, so then 

it’s funny how instead of “hey why do you always have the Lego [blocks?] Why do you 

always get it?” they start to look at things a little differently (P1, p. 38, lines 769-774). 

Blair believes that children understand a lot more than they are given credit for, and when they 

are given an explanation as to why someone requires a certain learning tool, they are known to 

be quite empathetic and understanding.  

Blair recognizes that there is a downside to letting the non-ASD students in the classroom 

know about a particular student with ASD. She said that sometimes it may rebound and result in 

teasing and bullying “because then they would know how to push their buttons” (P1, p. 38, lines 

781-82).  However, there are some preventative steps she takes to minimize the chance of 

bullying and/or teasing. She said,  
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you have to be careful when you have those conversations that you don’t give all those 

nitty gritty details. I would always frame it as, hey they learn differently–so I have 

glasses on, and if you take my glasses away from me I’m really not going to be able to 

see the board and that is going to affect my learning (P1, p. 39, lines 784-787). 

Blair said that this usually leads into a discussion about their own learning needs, for instance, 

“all of a sudden [one student] would say ‘well yeah I don’t hear very well so that’s why we have 

this speaker here’” (P1, p. 39, lines 788-789) and then another student would chime in. Blair said 

that even if a teacher explains that a particular student learns differently to typically developing 

students in a way that hopefully prevents bullying or teasing from happening, “you’re always 

going to get those kids that will walk by and poke the student because they know that bugs him, 

so then you deal with that kid. But most kids don’t, they want to be helpful” (P1, p. 39, lines 

796-799). Creating a classroom where student differences are normalized aids in the betterment 

of the overall school and classroom environment.  

Wish List 

 During the interviews, all four participants were asked “if you could have a magic wand 

and it would grant you three wishes, what would you wish for (that you do not currently have 

access to) that would help you in your work with students with ASD, and all participants had 

insightful suggestions.  

 Blair. Blair had a number of things to wish for that would help support her in her work 

with students with ASD. The first thing she wished for was “human resources” (P1, p. 57, line 

1153) so that schools may “have as many people available to support whatever programs we put 

in place for the student” (P1, p. 57, lines 1153-1154). Her second wish was for a “crystal ball to 

see, where is this kid heading so that we could be far more productive in what we would be 
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doing” (P1, p. 57, lines 1155-1156). Blair sees value in teaching students’ skills that will help 

them in their future. For her third wish, Blair would like to see “a breaking down of those 

barriers between home and school” (P1, p. 58, lines 1161-1162). She stated, “if there was 

hostility or fear on either side I would want that gone…and for the parents to recognize that there 

are some things that schools can’t do…I would want parents to be trusting that schools are trying 

to do the best they can with the resources they have” (P1, p. 58, lines 1162-1172). Blair’s final 

wish is to “be a fly on the wall” (P1, p. 74, lines 1497). She stated that, 

you can hear a difference in the way teachers talk now and the language that they use so 

you know that the knowledge [surrounding ASD] has grown a bit, but unless we have 

little cameras in every classroom we are not going to know if everything is really being 

implemented (P1, p. 74, lines 1494-1497).  

She further added, “I would want to be a fly on the wall and see how decisions get made (P1, p. 

74, lines 1498-1499).  

 Nathaniel. Nathaniel’s first wish was for health and clinical resources that are more 

readily available in major cities to be placed in smaller cities. He said, “I was working in a city, 

but a small city, so I didn’t have access to any clinical work. If I was in Edmonton or Toronto or 

Montreal I would have [access to] huge universities [and] major hospitals doing really excellent 

work when it comes to kids with ASD” (P2, p. 31, lines 595-598). Nathaniel’s second wish was 

for financial support to be used for school related needs. For example,  

we needed to be able to communicate all the time efficiently and reliably and those 

crummy little walkie talkies you get from Canadian Tire, they just weren’t going to do it. 

We would need industry grade walkie talkies so that you knew that when you pressed 

that button there was someone listening (P2, p. 30-31, lines 601-605).  
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Lastly, Nathaniel said that he would “really like to have more sensory equipment like swings and 

trampolines…and a Snoezelen room” (P2, p. 31, lines 620-622).  

 Charles. Like Nathaniel, Charles wished for financial support. However, instead of using 

finances for classroom equipment, Charles would like to use financial support to expand 

professional development opportunities. Charles said that he would like to use money to “build 

the capacity of front line teachers—so providing professional development for teachers…so 

having money to release teachers so that they have a supply teacher go into the class for a day so 

that teacher can do some learning” (P3, p. 20, lines 370-377).  

 Serena. There are three things that Serena wishes either she had access to, or that could 

be achieved by the community so that she could better include students with ASD in her 

classroom. The first thing she wished for was, “a greater awareness [and acceptance] of people 

with autism—by peers, support staff, and the parent community (P4, p. 25, lines 479-480). The 

second was for “a curriculum that takes into account differences in students” (P4, p. 25, lines 

481-482). Her third wish, similar to Nathaniel, was for “a really cool classroom, just like the 

physical space itself—a bigger classroom with more flexible kinds of seating and resources in it” 

(P4, p. 25, lines 482-484).  

Theme Four: Classroom Practices and Strategies 

 In this section I summarize the classroom practices and strategies used by a small sample 

of specialist teachers who have worked extensively with students with ASD. The overall main 

finding of this section is that all participants believe that strategies for students with ASD are 

beneficial for typically developing students, and in fact, strategies for typically developing 

students are beneficial for students with ASD. As mentioned in Theme 3, both Serena and 

Nathaniel believe that oftentimes teachers still view education through a binary lens and believe 
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that strategies for students with ASD may only be used for students with ASD. Serena believes 

that categorizing teaching strategies into: (a) traditional teaching strategies (for typically 

developing students) and (b) teaching strategies for students with ASD may result in 

unsuccessful education, and that we as educators may benefit from “changing the lens” (P4, p. 

23, lines 432-435).  

 Blair believes that classroom strategies and approaches, according to the principles of 

Universal Design for Learning are “necessary for some, good for all. Good for all, necessary for 

some” (P1, p. 42, lines 844-845). Blair is quoting Ontario’s “Essential for Some, Good for All” 

Initiative2 (Hargreaves & Braun, 2012) which suggests that strategies used in K-6 classrooms are 

helpful for all students, and especially those with special education needs. Blair said that she 

“would totally agree…because something as simple as a visual schedule helps every single 

kid…I always like to think, okay, I always use visual stuff for myself to get through a day. I 

always write grocery lists…how can that not help all of our kids” (P1, p. 42, lines 846-857). 

Blair stated, “a lot of our instructional techniques that we use are good for all learners and the 

kids that need them will use them, and the kids that don’t will just move on” (P1, p. 44, lines 

887-889).  

Practices and Strategies that Improve Social/Communication Skills 

 The interview data demonstrates that improving the social/communication skills of 

students with ASD was important to all participants of this study, as evidenced by the practices 

and strategies used in their classrooms.   

                                                 
2 The “Essential for Some, Good for All” Initiative (Hargreaves & Braun, 2012) was based on a 

two-and-a-half-year study of the initiative, which found that, although it was focused on students 

with special education needs, the initiative ultimately benefitted all students and their teachers in 

school boards across the province (OME, 2013, p. 4). 
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Zones of Regulation 

 Charles strongly believes in the effectiveness of a resource called “Zones of Regulation” 

(ZOR)3 because it is “a fabulous resource that helps kids understand how they’re feeling, and 

then be able to respond to how they’re feeling in an appropriate manner (P3, p. 11, lines 187-

188). Charles explained how the Zones of Regulation approach works. He said, “the different 

emotional and physical states of being are colour coded. There are four colours, and students 

learn to identify how they’re feeling according to these colours” (P3, p. 11, lines 187-191). That 

means that once students can match their emotional and physical states to a colour, they can do 

activities that build on the basic emotional and physical states.  

For instance, Charles suggested presenting students with “a book with faces and things, 

and identifying the emotions that are on those faces, and then maybe making faces themselves 

and videotaping that and identifying what those [faces] look like and how they feel” (P3, p. 12, 

lines 205-209). Charles said that a teacher could also “use cartoon emoticons…to sort of train the 

student to begin to look at facial features and identifying them” (P3, p. 12, lines 217-219). These 

are important steps because “oftentimes kids with ASD can identify happy in a picture…but they 

can’t necessarily see it in a person because they don’t know where to look on the person or what 

it means when they’re looking at them” (P3, p. 12-13, lines 224-226). The first step for students 

with ASD is to be able to look at pictures of faces, or of people, and be able to identify the 

emotions represented. The next step would be to have students with ASD identify those emotions 

                                                 
3 The “Zones of Regulation” is a resource designed by Leah Kuypers (MA Ed., OTR/L). It is 

described as a systematic, cognitive behavioural approach used to teach self-regulation to 

students with exceptionalities by categorizing the different ways we feel and states of alertness 

we experience by using four concrete coloured zones. The goal of the ZOR is provide strategies 

to students to become more aware of their social surroundings, more in tune with their emotions, 

and to increase their self-regulation and independence through managing sensory and other 

needs. 
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in themselves, and then finally be able to identify those emotions in others. Charles also found 

that using Zones of Regulation helps in increasing self-regulation and self-awareness in students 

with ASD (Please see App. 3, p. 14-15).  

Avoid Generalizations when Teaching Social Skills  

 Blair thinks that educators, herself included, sometimes use generalizations when 

teaching students with ASD social skills without realizing. Blair explained what she means by 

making generalizations:  

We [i.e., teachers] will often put a picture in front of a kid on the spectrum and say, what 

are they doing? They are smiling, so they are happy. So, every single picture and every 

person that [the student notices] smiling, they will think that person is happy, but that is 

not always true. A smile could mean five million different things; it can mean somebody 

is being sneaky, it can mean somebody is smiling because they are glad that somebody 

else just got in trouble, it could mean that you are getting paid because you are a flight 

attendant and you have to smile because of customer service (P1, p. 22-23, lines 453-

459).  

That said, Blair understands that teaching students to generalize emotions based on pictures is 

very confusing for them. She said,  

we only give them happy, angry, sad, mad. You give them the basics, but then it is all 

those little ones that are so confusing, the frustration and the disappointment, and we do 

not touch on those. How do you label for them and say you know what I don’t think you 

are mad I think that you are frustrated, [when] they do not know what that means [or 

what that looks like]? There is no face for that (P1, p. 23, lines 466-471).  
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Blair helped her students learn the nuances of emotion by using everyday life situations and real 

people as models. She would take students with ASD out to the playground and prompt them to 

observe their peers, after which, she would ask them to guess what their peers were feeling by 

looking at their facial expressions and mannerisms (Please see App. 1, p. 28-31). Blair believes 

that being able to distinguish between emotions in certain situations is central to ASD students 

understanding of their social surroundings. 

Peer Support Networks  

When providing accommodations for students with ASD, Charles believes that it is 

important to look to others for help, including the other students in the classroom. Charles found 

that a good way to combat the social isolation of students with ASD is for the teacher to organize 

peer support networks. He said, “there’s actually some very specific programs out there that are 

aimed at using peers working together to sort of help each other—and including [students] with 

disabilities within those peer networks [increases opportunities for social interaction and 

friendships to blossom] (P3, p. 22, lines 400-402).  

Charles said that regarding the peer support networks, “you’re maybe grouping kids 

together at times during the day, in ways that allow kids who learn similarly to work in the same 

way together” (P3, p. 17, lines 310-312). Charles thinks that grouping students with ASD and 

typically developing students together is an appropriate course of action because the students 

help each other on their tasks. The teacher then has some time to plan future lessons or complete 

any outstanding work he or she may have. 

Fidget Toys 

 Serena advocates for the use of fidget toys as a tool to reduce stress and anxiety for 

students with ASD in the classroom. Although she finds fidget toys to be a helpful tool, she 
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recognizes that there are some fidget toys that “are very distracting and can actually become the 

source of some [behaviour-related] challenges, because kids are using them when they don’t 

actually need them (P4, p. 19, lines 360-361).  

 Although Serena believes that fidget toys “are helpful…and they benefit kids” (P4, p. 19, 

lines 362-363), she takes steps to ensure that her students are only using fidget toys to help them 

improve their social/communication related skills. She explained: “I have my kids look at all 

their fidgets and describe to me why they like them and when [i.e., in what situations] they think 

they can use them” (P4, p. 19, lines 363-364). She asks her students, “how do these help you 

focus? How do they help you reduce stress and anxiety” (P4, p. 19, lines 365-366)? Serena 

recognizes that certain fidget toys are better suited to specific situations than others. Therefore, 

she keeps various kinds of fidget toys in her classroom to serve different situations and different 

purposes.  

Developing Social Skills for use in Different Contexts 

Nathaniel found that social skills are best developed when taking place gradually and 

step-by-step—starting with familiarizing the child with a social situation that he or she is familiar 

with (i.e., interaction with a familiar adult), and then slowly progressing towards the unfamiliar 

(i.e., interaction with an unfamiliar adult/peer). He explained:  

Usually the order of social skills goes from something you can do with a familiar adult, 

so you know, saying hi to your teacher every morning, that’s like step number one, but 

that’s not the end of it, that’s only step number one. Step number two is being able to say 

hi to an unfamiliar adult—and then saying hi to familiar age appropriate peers, that’s 

even more difficult than an unfamiliar adult, and then being able to say hi to unfamiliar 
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age appropriate peers—so it’s always sort of taking the skill which works in this space 

and then transferring it out to other spaces as well (P2, p. 17, lines 329-335).  

Through progressively teaching students to interact with familiar/unfamiliar adults and/or peers 

in a school setting, they may slowly become more comfortable with interacting with individuals 

outside of a school setting (e.g., at an event, at the supermarket). Nathaniel believes that an 

increase in the ability to interact with others in social situations opens up a possibility for new 

relationships/friendships to form.  

Structured Play 

 Nathaniel introduced the notion of using structured play in the classroom to support 

students with ASD in learning social/communication skills. Nathaniel talked about a specific 

form of structured play called LEGO structured play. He elaborated:  

With LEGO structured play, there are three kids and they’re working in a play group and 

they all have roles and they’re playing with LEGO [blocks], obviously, and they’re 

building one of the LEGO tasks like a T-Rex or a dump-truck or something. So, one 

person is the builder, one person is the supplier and one person is the engineer. They have 

to work together to build it, because only one person has the actual LEGO [blocks] and 

they have to pass through the person who built it, and then they take turns rotating and 

trying different roles—but the great thing is that there is inherent tension in those roles 

and in those interactions. There is an adult supervisor there who acts like a moderator or a 

referee for all those situations, and that person could say “oh, looks like Maria’s a little 

upset because you skipped her turn, I think she’s hoping that you’re going to come back 

to her” or you could say “looks like Paul’s getting a little bit frustrated here because for 

two weeks in a row he didn’t have a chance to be the builder and now he’s missing his 
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turn again” and so the adult in real time can sort of like stop the play and say this is 

exactly what’s happening, “look at this guy right here, he is upset, you can tell from his 

body language” and it makes those social interactions much more controlled and much 

more safe and actually much more predictable as well (P2, p. 22-23, lines 438-454).  

Nathaniel further asserted that he does not view play and socializing as separate concepts, but 

one and the same. He said,   

I think that play and socializing are actually the same thing, they’re just sort of expressed 

in different ways, and if you can teach a kid to play then you can teach them to socialize 

because it’s literally the same thing. It’s not a metaphor for socializing, you are 

socializing, but you’re socializing through your interactions. An easy example is [games 

that have turns], I’m thinking of turn-based play. Also, conversations. Conversations 

don’t always work in a clockwise manner but if you can understand how to take turns 

then that’s the first step to understanding that each person has a chance to contribute to a 

conversation, and that’s just one layer, but there are dozens of ways that play isn’t just 

like socializing it actually equals socializing (P2, p. 23, lines 456-464).  

Nathaniel noted that it is common practice for younger students to learn by engaging in 

play-based activities, but what we, as educators, don’t realize is that learning is always taking 

place regardless of whether we are in a classroom setting or not. It is commonly understood that 

children learn social skills and learn to differentiate between what is appropriate behaviour and 

inappropriate behaviour by observing their parents and other adults around them. Nathaniel 

believes that for individuals with ASD, structured play and informal conversations may be 

especially beneficial since these techniques may increase their social and communication related 
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skills while simultaneously allowing them to better read social cues and distinguish people’s 

emotions.  

Developing Social/Communication Skills of non-verbal Students 

  Nathaniel stated that in the event of having non-verbal students in the classroom, helping 

them to develop communication skills takes precedence over curriculum related goals. He said,  

I mean by definition ASD is a social and communication challenge, so like there’s a path 

for that. So obviously first if the kid is non-verbal then you have to help them to develop 

some kind of communication skill. In the case of some kids that means that you’re going 

to be practicing their phonemic awareness and helping them develop their speech patterns 

and be able to like you know, literally speak, and that’s an important thing (P2, p. 14, 

lines 275-280).  

Nathaniel also acknowledged that the fact that some students may never speak does not diminish 

their communications entirely, as communication need not always be verbal. He suggests “in fact 

with kids [i.e., who are non-verbal] it’s really important to give them some means by which they 

can try to [communicate], whether it’s a pack of cards, or, I used an App called Proloquo2go 4 

on the iPad, and that was really successful for them as well (P2, p. 14, lines 281-283). 

Practices and Strategies that Improve Student Engagement 

 Charles, Serena, Nathaniel, and Blair collectively suggest that one of the most effective 

ways to maximize on the strengths of students with ASD and increase their engagement and 

                                                 
4 Proloquo2Go is an Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) app by 

AssistiveWare that provides a full-featured communication solution for individuals who have 

difficulty speaking. Its features include: natural sounding text-to-speech voices, up-to-date 

symbols, automatic conjugations, a default vocabulary of over 7,000 items, and ease of use with 

iPhone, iPod and iPad devices. This app is often used to help build communication and language 

skills of individuals with ASD.  
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learning is to target their interests. Charles and Blair also found that using a reward system in the 

classroom increased student engagement.  

Targeting Students’ Interests 

 All four participants used students’ interests to accomplish different goals in their 

classroom practice. Charles found that students with ASD are typically interested in technology. 

Therefore, he tends to allow them to use different technological devices in the classroom to 

present their understanding of ideas and concepts in creative ways, and it plays on their 

strengths. Serena uses students’ interests to create opportunities for them to participate in 

activities. Nathaniel views the interests’ of students with ASD as assets to their learning and 

strives to use their interests for theme-based instruction. Blair utilizes visuals to discover student 

interests and create a reward system. She also believes that observing students to find out what 

their interests are, and then tweaking your lessons and classroom routine to reflect their interests 

maximizes their strengths.  

Charles. Charles found that “quite often kids with ASD have a special interest of some 

kind or an obsession or something like that, and if you can use that within your teaching practice 

that’s a really great way to get them motivated—and then you’re really going for their strengths” 

(P3, p. 15-16, lines 281-284). Charles suggested that all students, whether they have ASD or not 

can benefit from the freedom to “present their understanding of material in alternative ways” 

(P3, p. 16, lines 289-290). Charles likes to give students the option of using multiple formats of 

presenting work, which allows them to show their interests while still covering the required 

content and demonstrating their understanding of it. Charles suggested using the following 

modes to represent the students’ creativity and interests: (a) using a visual, (b) making a video, 

(c) making a comic strip and (d) doing a role-playing activity.  
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Based on his experience, Charles noticed that a number of students with ASD prefer to 

use computers to complete work. He mentioned that the use of technology in the classroom is 

one way to maximize the strengths of children with ASD. He mentioned that using their interest 

in teaching practice is 

a really great way to get them motivated and then you’re really going to their 

strengths…so they can sit at a computer all day and do an activity…that has the potential 

to [teach] a lot. The use of technology itself is quite often really useful for kids with ASD 

because a lot of kids with ASD like technology because it’s not a social interaction; it’s 

something they can do on their own, so it’s less stressful (P3, p. 16, lines 283-288).  

Charles advocates for the use of technology because it allows children with ASD to demonstrate 

their understanding of material by using an alternative format, as opposed to the traditional pen 

and paper method. That in turn allows students to find creative ways to teach or to showcase 

learning.  

 Serena. As part of Serena’s attempt to create a classroom based on equity for all, she 

actively makes a point of getting to know her students and finding out what their interests are. 

She uses her students’ interests as a foundation and find avenues for learning shaped by the 

things they are interested in, and in doing so she creates opportunities for her students to 

participate in activities of interest. For example, Serena reports that:  

If the student is interested in being in band, we find a way to help them be a part of the 

band, and in a legitimate and authentic way. If they are interested in being on the football 

team—and it may mean that they don’t make the team—but [in what other way] can they 

contribute to the team (P4, p. 8, lines 147-151).  
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Serena believes that “creating space for everybody so that everybody can participate to the best 

of their ability is what we [i.e., teachers] really want” (P4, p. 9, lines 152-153). 

Nathaniel. Nathaniel acknowledges that students with ASD have really deep interests 

that are “sometimes called obsessive or pervasive” (P2, p. 6, lines 114-115). However, he 

believes that oftentimes teachers view students with ASD having deep interests  

as a problem, and it’s probably because it’s a part of the diagnosis, it’s one of the two 

criteria of the diagnosis and it has become problematized. So, when a kid is obsessed 

with Doctor Who we’re much less likely to say hey let’s build a whole unit around 

Doctor Who and have a Doctor Who themed party, if that kid has ASD. If the kid is 

typically developing were much more likely to use their interest, because that just seems 

like good teaching practice (P2, p. 6-7, lines 118-123).  

Nathaniel suggests that teachers move away from the idea that ASD students’ deep 

interests stem from their diagnosis, and rather use student interests to their advantage when 

planning lessons, because “the thing is that we all have really deep interests and wanting to only 

talk and read about one thing can actually be like a really big important asset, especially if 

you’re, a graduate student, right?” (P2, p. 6, lines 115-117).  

Nathaniel uses theme-based instruction as an effective method to support the learning of 

students with ASD. Theme-based instruction considers students' interests to make learning new 

material more fun and engaging. Nathaniel explained that theme-based instruction was a method 

used “back in the 70’s, back before the new curriculum came in and you know teachers would 

really go for building a whole unit around something” (P3, p. 25, lines 492-493). He said, “I 

think that model of education ends up being a better fit for kids with ASD because once you get 
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them into something, like wow they can really dig in to it even more than what you thought” (P3, 

p. 25, lines 497-500).  

Nathaniel believes that theme-based instruction is just as effective with older kids, as it is 

with younger kids. Although the topics of interest will be dependent on age, but the concept 

remains the same. He advocates for the use of theme-based instruction because  

with older kids it’s really important for them to realize, like oh wait, I used to hate school 

until we had this whole unit on Doctor Who, and now math is more fun because we aren’t 

just counting numbers of square meters of grass, were talking about, you know, the 

number of Daleks per spaceship, and that’s cool to talk about (P3, p. 25, lines 503-507).  

As such, the students “can be sort of aware of their own progress and their own interests and 

stuff and then later on you can say, hey so this math question isn’t about Daleks anymore, but 

you can still do it (P2, p. 25, lines 507-510). 

 Blair. Blair uses communication books as a visual tool to identify her students’ interests. 

She said, “I would set up lots of those where it would be, you know, circle the three things that 

you did that you loved today, so then we can find out kind of what they are interested in” (P1, p. 

20, lines 393-395). Blair also attempted to include physical representations of the things that she 

talked about in class “to make the experience real for them, tangible, so that they could learn 

through hands on stuff…so there could be more visuals but then have sensory as well” (P1, p. 20, 

lines 398-401). For example, “If I am talking about stuffed animals or coffee, I might bring in a 

coffee cup” (P1, p. 20, lines 396-397). Additionally, students were also able to interact with the 

tangible objects of interest in and learn more about them, how they are used, and what they are 

used for.  
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 Blair found that it is good classroom practice to use students’ interests to maximize 

individual student strengths. Blair understands that expanding on the strengths of students with 

ASD in her classroom “comes to knowing your students” (P1, p. 36, lines 742), which is why she 

makes a point of finding out about their interests and their learning styles. For example, “if this 

kid is a phenomenal reader and is okay with reading out loud…and loves being the centre of 

attention, then you give the kid that role. If their strength is in sports or playing chess, then 

maybe they are the ones that can give instructions for that” (P1, p. 37, lines 743-747). That said, 

“some of our kids shine in a lot of good ways, and they may have a lot of strengths, but they may 

not want to be out there for everybody…so you have to be kind of careful with that because a lot 

of kids on the spectrum don’t want that attention, or don’t seem to want it” (P1, p. 37, lines 748-

752). Blair suggests getting a feel for a student’s comfort level, and maybe even asking them if 

there is something they would like to share with the class or an activity they would like to lead, 

but also letting them know that it is okay if they do not want to. 

Reward System  

 Both Charles and Blair found that using a reward system increases student engagement. 

One method of instruction that Charles finds “hugely important” (P3, p. 10, lines 176) in 

supporting students with ASD is Applied Behavioural Analysis (ABA)5. Charles said that ABA 

is about  

                                                 
5 The best definition available is still the one written about in the year 1968 by Baer, Wolf and 

Risley which states: “Applied Behaviour Analysis is the process of systematically applying 

interventions based upon the principles of learning theory to improve socially significant 

behaviours to a meaningful degree, and to demonstrate that the interventions employed are 

responsible and the improvement of behaviour”. ABA is typically used with students’ with ASD 

to increase behaviours (i.e., on-task, social interaction), teach new skills, maintain behaviours 

(i.e., self-regulation), to generalize a transfer of behaviour from one situation to another, and to 

reduce interfering behaviours (i.e., self-injury, stereotype).  
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positively reinforcing positive behaviours, and maybe possibly ignoring negative 

behaviours. It is really understanding what a behaviour is and why it’s happening, and 

then intervening in what’s taking place before the behaviour, and what’s taking place 

after the behaviour (P3, p. 27, lines 497-501).  

For instance, “if someone has done something well and then you say right away ‘good job!’ and 

give them a cookie, that’s a reinforcer and they will be way more likely to do that the next time” 

(P3, p. 27, lines 504-506). Charles added that “if you do that repeatedly over time, then it can 

have the effect of changing the behaviour over time” (P3, p. 27, lines 507-508).  

 Blair likes to use reward systems as a way of encouraging students to meet their goals. 

She explained,  

reward systems get used a lot for our kids on the spectrum and it works 

beautifully…some kids really work well for rewards…they respond really well to 

tangibles—it could be food, it could be stickers…it could be time just to talk about their 

favourite superhero, it could be anything (P1, p. 26, lines 526-532).  

Blair uses what she calls an “interests survey” (P1, p. 26, line 537) as a way of “trying to figure 

out what they like” (P1, p. 27, lines 540-541). As part of her role as a Special Education 

Consultant, she frequently visited classrooms within different schools and shared the strategies 

that she has had success with, one of which was the use of a reward system. She explained in 

detail how she uses reward systems: 

I would come with bags of stuff, just random weird stuff, and then I would watch them 

and look to see what they just naturally kept going to…and then I would do a motivation 

kind of assessment where I would put two items in front of them and I would see what 

they grabbed first within three seconds and I would just check it off, and then I would just 
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keep doing that with different things. I might do it over a few days of visiting [the 

classroom] or until I got [a sense] of some things that they keep choosing, [for example] 

this squishy thing or the checkers. [These items are] what you are going to use as part of 

your reward system (P1, p. 27, lines 541-549).  

Developing a reward system requires “part observation and part sort of doing something more 

formal to figure out [what increases student motivation]” (P1, p. 27, lines 551).  

Practices and Strategies that Target Individual Accommodation 

 In their interview data, Serena and Blair highlighted classroom practices and strategies 

aimed at accommodating the individualized needs of students with ASD in their classrooms.  

Building on Tangible Resources to Cater to Specific Needs 

 During our interview Blair listed a multitude of tangible resources available for teachers 

(Please see App. 1, p. 42). Blair believes that all children learn differently and that it is the 

responsibility of the teacher to tailor their instruction to fit the needs of each individual student 

so that they may be successful in their learning. She noted,  

I stepped away from buying pre-packaged things long ago because I found that yeah it 

has got some good ideas, but it is not exactly what I need for my kid because it’s again 

about being very specific and tailored to that student. What I found I would do is I would 

get some ideas but, in the end, I would end up making most of my own resources, so that 

it was very tailored (P1, p. 45, lines 905-909).  

Blair’s closing remarks were: “I find that a lot of prepackaged stuff is good to give you ideas, but 

you have to tailor it, you just have to” (P1, p. 46, lines 917-918).  

 When Blair plans her lessons and how she might accommodate her students, she does not 

allow her students’ different learning needs to overwhelm her in the process. She chooses to 
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focus on the child behind the diagnosis. In doing so she is able to focus on what the child needs, 

so that she may tweak an existing lesson plan and make the child’s learning experience more 

meaningful. Blair noted the common misconception among teachers that students with ASD 

require an individualized lesson plan. She explained that just because students on the spectrum 

may have different learning needs,  

It does not mean you have to do an entire different lesson plan, it’s just, you have to 

differentiate. You have to do that for all your kids. So, if you know that your student can 

read all of this but just needs that extra picture prop on the side, that takes ten seconds, 

just put it there…I would never say to a teacher okay this is a lesson for your class, now 

do a separate lesson for this kid…really look at what you are doing for your whole class 

and how you would have to tweak it and maybe tweak it a bit for your student on the 

spectrum (P1, p. 47, lines 946-955).  

Blair recognizes that teachers may experience some time constraints when it comes to lesson 

planning and organizing accommodations for students. However, she argues that “at some point 

you make [the resource] once, and really, you’ve got it. Sometimes you are going to have to add 

things that you did not think of before but keep it on the computer, so you can just add [to it and 

make changes when necessary] (P1, p. 46, lines 931-933).  

Chaining (Scaffolding) 

 Blair has found that the scaffolding technique called chaining6 is the best way to teach 

students with ASD how to perform new tasks. Blair believes that this technique helps in making 

students more comfortable with learning a new task and learning new ways of completing a task. 

                                                 
6 Chaining is the process by which an activity or behaviour is divided into small, manageable 

steps in order to assess and teach the skill (Wong et al., 2015, p. 9).  
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Chaining is used to “break down” (P1, p. 20, lines 388) a task and “sort of [teach] one step at a 

time and then repeat, review, practice and build” (P1, p. 20, lines 402-403). Blair recalled an 

instance of when she used “forward chaining” (P1, p. 20, lines 404-405) when thinking about 

teaching something such as “putting on a snowsuit” (P1, p. 20, lines 405) during winter, to 

Kindergarten-aged students. She states:  

All Kindergarteners need help, and our kids on the spectrum sometimes get order mixed 

up, so chaining literally just sequences stuff. So, for a little one…who may be able to get 

most of the steps, but they are missing one, it messes up the whole process for them. So, 

forward chaining would just be “okay what do you put on first?” “Snow pants.” So, the 

child would put her snow pants on and then I would do the rest. “Okay, we’ve got snow 

pants now, beautiful.” Then she would do snow pants by herself and then coat if that’s 

the next step, whatever the sequence is, and then I would do the rest. Then I would help 

with the gloves, the hat, the boots, everything else, and then you just keep chaining. You 

keep building on the chain until they can do the whole thing (P1, p. 21, lines 406-416).  

Blair understands that the method of using chaining “may take 6 months, it may take the whole 

winter, it could [take a shorter amount of time or a longer amount of time] depending on the kid” 

(P1, p. 21, lines 416-417). She does not like to focus on how long it may take for any particular 

student to learn the new task at hand by using the chaining technique. She supports this strategy 

regardless of the length of time involved in implementing it “because there are so many things 

that have different steps that we do not realize we take for granted…getting dressed is a big 

one…but pretty much any task we do has a lot of steps and some of them have to be done in 

order” (P1, p. 21, lines 422-423). Chaining teaches children how to tackle everyday tasks by 

breaking down otherwise challenging tasks into smaller, more manageable chunks.  
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Similar to Blair, Serena also used chaining as a way of teaching students “how to 

approach new things” (P4, p. 17, line 300). She focused more on looking at her students’ skills 

and abilities and using those skills in her instruction so as to maximize on her students’ strengths. 

Serena gave an example of a student that she worked with while she was a system level SERT 

who she believed was unaware of his capabilities, despite being smart. She explained that she 

was teaching this student how to create graphs and that she “knew he could learn how to graph 

but he was very resistant” (P4, p. 15, line 251). She recalls that “he was awesome at 

illustrating…and labeling stuff very detailed…so when there were those kinds of assignments he 

shined” (P4, p. 15, lines 262-264). She thought that his illustrating skill-set could aid him in 

graphing. Serena collaborated with other educators to help the student become more comfortable 

with graphing by slowly introducing him to the concept, taking it slowly, and breaking the task 

down into smaller steps. For example, she reported:  

we put a piece of graphing paper on the table and left it there for a minute and then took it 

off, and that was it for the day. Then the next day I put [the graphing paper] on [the desk] 

for five minutes. Eventually he [sat] down at the table with the graphing paper. That’s 

how we had to work at it because [he was so resistant]. Anyways, he is in high school 

now and guess what he is really good at? Graphing! (P4, p. 13-14, lines 250-250).  

Serena found that breaking down a task into smaller steps to achieve a goal worked well for her 

students with ASD.  

Practices and Strategies that Target Behaviours Related to Transitioning 

 Charles, Serena, and Blair found that using different modes of instruction to tackle the 

difficulty that students face with transitioning (e.g., between locations, and when adjusting to 

new sensory stimuli in their environment) helps in reducing negative target behaviours.  
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Video Modelling and PowerPoint 

 Charles is a prolific user of technology in his classroom and believes that it is an 

excellent tool to increase classroom inclusion for students with ASD. Charles believes that 

technology is beneficial in assisting students of all ages. For example, with older students he 

spoke about a teacher who “has kids make their own grade 8 to grade 9 transition PowerPoint, 

and this is their way of communicating what they need when they go to grade 9” (P3, p. 17, lines 

303-305). He believes that the students are self-aware and know what they need. Providing a 

student with a chance to self-advocate, it creates opportunities for them to be successful.  

Using PowerPoint may be difficult for younger children. Therefore, Charles suggests 

using video modelling7 to create video social stories. He explained that video modelling is 

“something where you’re using video social stories to help students understand what’s going on 

in their day, and to give them some context around how they fit into the world, and what their 

role is in the world” (P3, p. 11, lines 183-185). Charles believes that if students are able to 

pinpoint the source of their frustration, they might be able to prevent a similar situation from 

happening in the future. 

Make the Environment Predictable 

Like other participants, Blair attempts to create an environment that helps reduce the 

anxiety that students with ASD may experience. She recognizes that “transitioning…when 

they’ve got to go out for recess, [or in] high school if they have to move between classes, can 

cause a lot of anxiety. There are just too many people and too many things happening at once, it 

is too unpredictable” (P1, p. 28, lines 561-565). Blair said that it is important to be able to 

                                                 
7 A visual model of the targeted behaviour or skill (typically in the behaviour, communication, 

play, or social domains), provided via video recording and display equipment to assist learning in 

or engaging in a desired behaviour or skill (Wong et al., 2015, p. 10).  
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“recognize those transition points for a student and a lot of it is when they have to go out for 

recess or…moving between classes, that can just cause a lot of anxiety for our kids” (P1, p. 27-

28, p. 561-564). For example, Blair suggests that when transitioning between different 

environments, it may be helpful to have students with ASD  

stay in the classroom while everybody else goes into the hallway and gets their stuff on, 

and then when they are ready, then [the student with ASD] is going to go [out into the 

hallway] and get ready to go—or vice versa, [the ASD student] goes out before 

everybody and gets ready and as soon as the bell rings they can head out the door, or they 

can even head out a couple minutes early to avoid the masses (P1, p. 28, lines 566-570).  

Blair found that “being proactive…and trying to make it [i.e., the environment] predictable” (P1, 

p. 28, lines 565-568) helps to decrease any anxiety that students with ASD might feel 

surrounding making transitions between locations and between tasks. 

 Nathaniel finds that structuring his class in a certain way makes it easier for students with 

ASD to adapt to their environment. Getting to know your students and their preferences makes 

the process of structuring your classroom environment in a way that caters to the needs of 

students with ASD a great deal easier. Nathaniel suggests  

structuring your class so that these kids always know where to get their thing, or you 

know, if a student needs a sensory break you should be structuring your day so that they 

can slip away for a few minutes and have maybe their headphones on or maybe they can 

just sort of you know tuck their head under their shirt and twiddle for a few minutes and 

then feel better afterwards, but you have to sort of offer some structure in that day (P2, p. 

15, lines 299-304).  
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Nathaniel mentioned that a big part of structuring the school day is “the use of visual 

schedules, because it helps kids to know what’s coming up next in the day” (P2, p. 15, lines 304-

305). Nathaniel believes that having a clear schedule posted on the board allows students the 

time to prepare themselves for each period/subject change, which may in turn lower anxiety and 

makes transitioning between subjects much easier.  

Adjusting to New Stimuli in the Environment  

Reflecting on her teaching experiences, Blair realized that not only do students with ASD 

feel anxious when having to transition between locations or tasks, they also struggle with 

adapting to different sensory stimuli in their environment (e.g., noises, lighting) for a variety of 

reasons. Blair suggests pursuing “lots of data collection to try to figure out what the triggers are 

[for each individual student] as the triggers are not always predictable…you may not always see 

patterns, but you may find some” (P1, p. 28, lines 577-579). She recalled having one student who 

was  

non-verbal…and couldn’t [voice his discomfort] but…we could read him really well just 

his face and his body language and everything…we knew [when he was uncomfortable] 

because he would make a certain noise and we would be like “yep okay were getting it.” 

[We found] that when you do pressure it was something that worked very well with him. 

It might mean that we put something weighted over him and then we do hand 

squeezes…and then finger squeezes just one by one and just really quietly calmly and not 

even talking to him, it would just bring him right down (P1, p. 28, lines 572-581). 

Blair found that it was important to “figure out what the triggers were for him, and that is why 

we collect so much data, we try to figure that kind of stuff out and then put in some very specific 

strategies for our kids” on the spectrum (P1, p. 28, lines 577-582). 
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Breaking Down the Act of Transitioning Between Locations 

Similar to Charles, Serena likes to fragment the process of transitioning from one location 

to another for students with autism. Serena explained that at the time of the interview she had 

“some kids in grade six who were transitioning to grade seven and eight—which is the rotary 

system, and they would be going into a completely different section of the building” (P4, p. 16, 

lines 312-314). To ease her students into transitioning between different locations Serena has the 

students:  

Visit the classrooms when the classrooms are empty. Then visit the classrooms when just 

the classroom teacher is there. Then visit the classroom when other students are there but 

not for very long. Then eventually get the students to bring some work, and work in that 

classroom—Get them to watch the rotary transition happen and then talk to them about 

what that will look like and feel like, and then if we can we will get them to actually be in 

a room and watch the kids leave the room and the other kids come in, and then eventually 

get them to do the transition (P4, p. 18, lines 314-321).  

Breaking the rotary system down and showing students exactly what they can expect the 

following year, may help to relieve some of the anxiety around a process that is currently 

unknown to them.  

Practices and Strategies that Target Behaviours Related to Inattention 

 Serena and Blair are mindful of the anxiety surrounding learning for all students in the 

classroom, not limited to those with ASD. Serena and Blair found that incorporating body breaks 

into the classroom routine, using a concept called ‘social mapping,’ and incorporating visuals are 

all helpful modes of instruction which reduce inattention.  
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Body Breaks 

Serena reported having positive experiences with body breaks. She said, “I have had kids 

who have worked for 5 minutes, and then they sit quietly for 2 minutes—or get up and get a 

fidget [toy] or something” (P4, p. 17, lines 328-330). Serena explained that she uses body breaks 

as a tool to:   

Get them to become responsible for their own sensory [stimulation] in the classroom. So, 

making sure that they have all the tools and resources that they need in their desk and 

teaching them how to use those tools so that they can sustain attention—recognizing 

when they need a break, and sometimes that’s just putting your pencil down and looking 

around the room (P4, p. 17, lines 331-335). 

She added, “everybody stops and takes breaks, but for some reason we think kids on the 

spectrum, when they do that, that’s not a good thing” (P4, p. 17-18, lines 335-336). If teachers 

demonstrate how to take breaks for their students “in a way that is socially accepted and 

expected” (P4, p. 18, lines 339) they can potentially minimize any impending issues that may 

arise from students being unaware of how to conduct themselves when they need a break. For 

example, “Needing a break and putting your pencil down or turning the brightness 

down/lowering your laptop screen and looking around the room, or sitting back and stretching, or 

asking to get a drink of water, or taking out a fidget…are all accepted ways to take a break (P4, 

p. 18, lines 340-343). Conversely, Serena said that “needing a break and throwing your computer 

across the classroom or getting up and running around the room is unaccepted and people are not 

comfortable with that” (P4, p. 18, lines 343-345). Serena’s responses demonstrate that she 

encourages her students to recognize when they need a break, and to take their break in a socially 

acceptable way that does not disrupt their peers.  
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 Similarly, Blair routinely incorporates body breaks into her daily classroom routine. Blair 

believes that for “anything that requires sustained attention of any kind, you move their bodies 

first and if they need to stop in the middle of a task because we need to move again, that is what 

we do because they learn so much better when they can get it all out (P1, p. 33, lines 682-685). 

 One of the best ways to sustain attention from students with ASD in the classroom is to 

be able to “read the kids and say okay now they need to move” (P1, p. 34, lines 706-707). Blair 

suggests incorporating “sneaky body breaks” (P1, p. 35, lines 716) for students throughout the 

day when it is apparent that they need some movement. Meaning, body breaks that students will 

not necessarily recognize as being a scheduled body break. For example, she suggests that 

teachers: 

Set something up with the office. [You could say] I am going to have this kid bring down 

an envelope, it is going to have nothing in it, but I am going to tell her that I need her to 

walk it down to the office for me because it has to get to the office right away—there is 

her body break and she comes right back. She does not need somebody to go with her for 

that. Or you know, “why don’t you go get a drink right now”…or “hey, can you bring 

this library book [down to the library for me]”…or “hey, we’re getting ready for art, do 

you think you could put these things around at the tables?”….You have to contrive some 

stuff, so you have it set up for a kid…so that you get that movement (P1, p. 35, lines 707-

714).  

Having students move around and release some of their pent-up energy so that they can come 

back and focus on a task may produce better results than expecting a student to push through and 

try to work on a task when they are unable to focus.  
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Social Mapping  

Blair found that the concept of social mapping8 was effective in her classroom practice 

when teaching students with ASD. Blair said that “a lot of our kids with Asperger’s, because 

they are so intellectual, they have zero social skills and think that they could maybe be the 

teacher, or they get distracted really easily. So, I would a lot of times do some what we would 

call social mapping” (P1, p. 32, lines 654-657). Blair explained that social mapping focuses on 

“expected behaviours and unexpected behaviours” (P1, p. 32, lines 657-665). For example,  

when you are sitting, and the teacher is talking and teaching something for the first time, 

what would you expect kids to be doing? And they can usually say well, listening. “Okay, 

so what does listening look like?” And you go through all this stuff and okay and now 

“what would be something unexpected?’ And they will not give you an answer. So, I say 

well maybe unexpected would be maybe another kid from another class coming in and 

running around in circles, and I said “well what would you do then?” and they would say 

“well that would be weird.” Yeah, that would be weird. Then eventually you get it down 

to interrupting the teacher or whatever behaviour you are trying to change (P1, p. 32, 

lines 657-665).  

Blair suggests keeping the examples “very literal and very concrete, so that they know when the 

teacher is talking this is what is expected” (P1, p. 32, lines 666-667). Afterwards, working with 

the students and “having them monitor if they can handle their own behaviour…and what they 

                                                 
8 Winner (2010) posits that students with social learning challenges (e.g., ASD) or related 

disabilities have difficulties seeing the “gestalt” or the “big picture” and any behavioural system 

created for them needs to provide information about concepts being taught. Social Behaviour 

Mapping aims to connect different aspects of behaviour (i.e., how a behaviour is linked to certain 

consequences) while also teaching social responsibility. It is a way of teaching students accepted 

versus unaccepted behaviours.  
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are doing” (P1, p. 32, lines 668-669) helps to develop their ability to self-regulate and act 

appropriately in social situations.  

Visuals as Prompters 

Blair uses individualized prompters on students’ desks to help keep them on track if they 

require the extra support, and the prompters act as task reminders. For instance, “a quiet sort of 

visual...a prompter on their desk that says right now here is what you need to be doing” (P1, p. 

18-19, lines 363). For example, “a quiet sign…or it could also be just a visual with a “shh” sign 

like right now the teacher is talking so you need to be quiet, it could also be a visual that says put 

your name on the top or put your pencil down and wait for the teacher” (P1, p. 18-19, lines 363-

369). Quiet little reminders on students’ desks help students with behaviour management and 

organization while keeping the teacher from having to vocalize it in front of their peers.  

Visual Schedules  

Blair found that visual schedules help all students to stay on task, especially those with 

autism. Blair states that “every single classroom should have a visual schedule up for every kid 

and it shouldn’t be something hidden behind a door because every kid wants to know what they 

are supposed to do” (P1, p. 19, lines 376-378). For students that require extra individualized 

support to stay on task, Blair suggests putting a separate visual schedule on their desk. For 

example, Blair reported:  

I have had kids where the schedule for the whole class is very general, it might just say 

language, but then for my student on the spectrum language is too broad. Language could 

be anything, it could mean the teacher is reading, it could mean [the student is] reading, it 

could mean [any number of things]. So, then I may, on the student’s desk, or in a booklet, 
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or however it works best for that student—it might say language, first task writing, and 

then it might have a breakdown (P1, p. 19-20, lines 383-388).  

Blair suggests that visual images accompanying the schedule works well for younger students. 

Using Blair’s above example, she explained that “for our younger guys it might be a picture of 

somebody writing or it might even be a picture [of the student]. Some kids respond well to clip 

art, other kids need actual pictures of real people. So, visuals can look different that way” (P1, p. 

19-20, lines 383-391).  

Practices and Strategies that Target Behaviours Related to Aggression 

 Both Nathaniel and Blair believe that if a student with ASD is exhibiting aggressive type 

behaviours, that there may be an underlying reason, as students do not typically come to school 

with the intention of being purposefully disruptive.  

 Blair views aggression as “a tough one because that is when you get noticed most of all at 

school. If you are going to be really aggressive that is what gets the parents calling” (P1, p. 28-

29, lines 583-585). Blair states, “if there is ever aggression that would be something that I would 

try to figure out first because I know that puts the kids [with ASD] at risk, and it puts other kids 

at risk, and it might put staff at risk if there is a lot of aggression or items being thrown” (P1, p. 

29, lines 585-588). She believes that aggression may be minimized when teachers are proactively 

“trying to figure out those patterns” (P1, p. 29, lines 588) behind the aggressive behaviour. Once 

she has figured out those patterns she then begins to strategize ways to help her students cope 

with their discomfort.  
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Functional Behaviour Analysis (ABC charts)  

Nathaniel has found that using functional behaviour analysis (FBA)9 helps in reducing 

aggressive behaviours and identifying the root cause of the behaviour. Nathaniel said that in 

carrying out FBA, “we use a tracking sheet called an ABC chart, [which stands for] antecedent-

behaviour-consequence” (P2, p. 18, lines 353-354). The goal is to try to figure out “what is 

causing this outburst, this behaviour, whether it’s a problem behaviour or aggression or whatever 

it is” (P2, p. 18, lines 535-536). Nathaniel said, “I always tell people that behaviour is nothing 

personal, they’re not doing it to be bad students. In fact, I think the healthiest way to think about 

problem behaviour is that all behaviour is a form of communication, so what you have to find out 

is what is trying to be communicated (P2, p. 18, lines 356-359). 

 Sometimes the reason behind certain behaviours is apparent, while other times it is 

complex. It might not be an external factor, but rather an internal, and possibly emotional factor; 

and this information is not easily accessible to a teacher unless a student is able to communicate 

their feelings. Nathaniel explained, 

hearing the fire alarm and then having an emotional breakdown then that’s easy, right? 

But sometimes it’s not that easy, sometimes it’s really complex—think about the last time 

you were really really sad, was it something that a person who was just watching you 

could have figured out? Of course not, you’re a complex emotional person, right? And 

these kids are complex emotional people as well. It’s not just something where you’re 

going to be like “oh he must hate math class because this happens in math class”, or 

                                                 
9 Wong et al. (2015) defined FBA as a “systematic collection of information about an interfering 

behaviour designed to identify functional contingencies that support the behaviour. FBA consists 

of describing the interfering or problem behavior, identifying antecedent or consequent events 

that control the behaviour, developing a hypothesis of the function of the behaviour, and/or 

testing the hypothesis (p. 9).  
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maybe that class is in the afternoon and that’s why he’s feeling stressed because he’s 

exhausted because his little sister was keeping him up at night, or maybe it’s because it’s 

Tuesday and his mom has custody rather than his dad and he’s anxious about what 

mum’s new boyfriend is like, like who knows what the reason is (P2, p. 18, lines 359-

369). 

Because there is no way that a teacher could possibly know the reason behind a student’s 

discomfort or displeasure, using ABC charts10 may help begin identifying the problem. This 

technique consists of analyzing the situation and the student over a long period of time. 

Nathaniel said,  

I don’t even know if this is a perfect situation but the best technique I have used are ABC 

charts, where after an event where a kid flipped over a table or screams or cries or 

whatever, you do this chart. The A stands for antecedent, which is just a fancy word for 

what happened just before [the behaviour], and you write down the behaviour, and then C 

is the consequence, so everything that happened just after [the behaviour]. You’d think 

that the antecedent was the best factor in sort of figuring out what went wrong, but 

sometimes it’s even the consequence (P2, p. 18-19, lines 370-376).  

For example,  

So, after every time this kid melts down, he has to go to the principal’s office and spend 

the rest of the afternoon [there], maybe that kid really likes the principal’s office, maybe 

                                                 
10 ABC stands for Antecedent-Behaviour-Consequence. An ABC Chart is an observational tool 

that can be used to collect information about events that are occurring within a student’s 

environment. “A” refers to the antecedent, or the event or activity that occurs immediately before 

a problem behaviour; “B” refers to the observed behaviour; “C” refers to the consequence to the 

event that immediately follows a response. ABC Charts are used to discover the before and after 

factors that lead up to a behaviour and that occur after a behaviour. 
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that’s why he [is exhibiting the behaviour] so that he can go there. Or maybe after this 

kind of thing happens he goes to the quiet room, maybe he is just seeking the quiet room. 

Maybe he just needs to take a sensory break and doesn’t really understand [how to 

communicate his feelings or understand his feelings] so he is using this as a way to get 

what he wants (P2, p. 19, lines 376-380).  

Nathaniel also said “I have worked with kids who have all sorts of different behaviour problems. 

I have never known a kid who is just bad for the sake of being bad, or aggressive just because 

they wanted to be aggressive. It’s always about sort of getting something at the end (P2, p. 19, 

lines 385-388).  

Summarizing Chapter 4 

 Chapter 4 reported on the key issues, challenges and successes of four specialist teachers 

in working with students with ASD. The main finding of all four interviews indicated that each 

participant had a clear philosophy and orientation to working with students with ASD, and their 

teaching practices were guided by their philosophies. Firstly, this chapter reported on four 

specialist teachers’ beliefs and attitudes towards working with students with ASD and 

highlighted some of the major challenges that educators face with teaching a high needs 

population (i.e., students with ASD). Secondly, this chapter provided insight into what these four 

specialist teachers consider to be of the utmost importance when teaching students with ASD. 

Thirdly, this chapter provided valuable information in regard to the school and classroom 

environment, and issues pertaining to student-teacher relationships, expert support/collaboration, 

teacher knowledge, and makes an argument supporting the notion that school environments may 

not be conducive to learning. Lastly, this chapter provided a number of classroom practices and 

strategies that these four specialist teachers found to be beneficial in supporting the learning of 
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students with ASD. The following four themes emerged from the data: (a) Teacher Attitude and 

Disposition, (b) Educational Priority/Focus, (c) School and Classroom Environment, and (d) 

Classroom Practices and Strategies. A discussion of the themes in relation to the current 

literature is presented in the next chapter.   
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of this study was to report on effective strategies used by specialist teachers 

that support the inclusion of students with autism spectrum disorder. The previous chapter 

described the attitudes, perspectives, challenges and practices of four specialist teachers in regard 

to teaching students with ASD. The first section of this chapter discusses the four themes that 

emerged from the data collected and relates the findings to the existing body of literature. The 

second section discusses the limitations and strengths of the study. The third section poses 

recommendations for further research, practice and policy. Lastly, the thesis comes to an end 

with concluding thoughts.  

Connections with the Literature 

 As the literature was analyzed, four themes emerged, which are described in chapter 4. 

These themes are presented in Table 5 (Please see p. 39-40). Each of the four themes was 

reflected in responses given by each participant. The four themes are: (a) Teacher Attitude and 

Disposition, (b) Educational Priority/Focus, (c) School and Classroom Environment, and (d) 

Classroom Practices and Strategies. In this section, the four themes are presented, and an account 

of each theme is interwoven with comparisons to the greater body of research.  

Teacher Attitude and Disposition 

 Teachers’ attitudes have the ability to either support or hurt student motivation, well-

being and achievement. Recent studies looking at teacher attitudes and behaviours found that 

teachers’ negative attitudes interfere with student learning by increasing students’ psychological 

disorders and symptoms of stress (Marroquin, 2018; Sava, 2002). Van Morrow (1991) suggests 

that teachers’ negative attitudes lead to negative behaviours on the part of the teachers, the most 

common of which are negative criticism towards and the embarrassment and/or humiliation of 
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students. Marroquin (2018) posited that teachers who use humiliation and sarcasm in their 

interactions with students can cause students to feel belittled. As well, the act of disciplining 

students by fear and intimidation may be harmful for the student’s future success. When teachers 

use such methods, it leaves an impact on the student and the student may hold feelings of 

negativity towards their teacher. Negative attitudes of teachers may not only impact a student’s 

academic performance and success, but their learning, and emotional well-being and life style as 

well. As a result, there is the possibility that students may lose interest in school and prefer not to 

continue with their studies (Marroquin, 2018).  

A review of the present literature surrounding teacher attitudes and beliefs towards the 

inclusion of students with ASD in general education classrooms is scarce (Kosmerl, 2011; Park 

& Chitiyo, 2011). Although the literature describes some of the challenges that general education 

teachers face with teaching inclusively (Jordan, 2007; McCray & McHatton, 2011), most of the 

research on teaching students with ASD offered very little information about teacher attitudes 

and dispositions. The current study showed that, in fact, teachers’ attitudes mattered and affected 

their teaching with students with ASD. Findings of this study have reported on the attitudes and 

beliefs of four specialist teachers who have worked extensively with students with ASD and 

responses from all four participants indicated that these specialist teachers shared certain values, 

beliefs and dispositions towards supporting students with ASD in the classroom.  

 Although there is limited literature that looks specifically at the attitudes and beliefs that 

teachers of students with ASD hold, research suggests that teachers’ attitudes towards autism are 

crucial; and that attitudes can be defined as perceptions that function as a gateway for providing 

interventions and quality service (i.e., teaching practice) for children with ASD (Hadjikalou & 

Mnasonos, 2012). This research showed that specialist teachers remain highly committed to 
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teaching the ASD student population, and chose to pursue this specialty so that they could work 

with students with ASD—all four participants are eager to find information and resources and to 

come up with creative ideas on how to better support students with ASD by: (a) staying current 

with the latest information available (i.e., online information, books, assistive technology), (b) 

being flexible and willing to adapt their classroom routine and instruction to fit the needs of their 

students, and (c) above all, demonstrating resiliency when faced with challenges.  

Educational Priority/Focus 

 The Education Act of Ontario states that it is the responsibility of school districts to 

provide special education programs and special education services for their exceptional pupils 

(paragraph 7 of subsection 170(1). The Individual Education Plan (IEP): Resource Guide (OME, 

2004) states that “an IEP may be developed for a student who has not been formally identified as 

exceptional but who requires a special education program and/or services” (p. 7). In such cases, 

an IEP will be created if: (a) the principal of a school establishes that a student’s achievement 

will be assessed using modified expectations, and/or, (b) if the student frequently requires 

accommodations for instructional or assessment purposes (OME, 2004).  

 Furthermore, an IEP is “a working document that identifies learning expectations that are 

modified from the expectations for the age-appropriate grade level in a particular subject or 

course, as outlined in the Ministry of Education’s Curriculum policy documents” (OME, 2004). 

As such, IEPs are structured to have students meet the curriculum expectations set forth for a 

specific age and grade level. Contrary to the guidelines set out by the Ministry of Education, the 

participants in this study indicated that although they used the curriculum guidelines as guides, 

each of the participants focussed on individual students’ goals and needs in their planning. 
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 The participants in this study argued that the education system has developed over the 

years, into a binary system—a two-part system made up of two different types of learners (i.e., 

those who ‘can’ and those who ‘cannot.’ The ‘can’ students being those who are typically 

developing, and the ‘cannot’ students being those who are diagnosed as being on the spectrum, 

or those who have other exceptionalities or demonstrate a requirement for accommodations. One 

participant, Nathaniel, suggested that a focus on diagnosis may in large part be the reason for this 

binary view on student ability. Serena’s views echo Nathaniel’s, as she believes that educational 

professionals often make decisions based on what they deem beneficial for ‘able people,’ i.e., a 

person who is typically developing. Arguably, although there are benefits to having IEPs, they 

can also be a hindrance in that they aid in the labelling of students with ASD as being different 

or ‘cannot’ students on the basis that they require an individualized program as compared to 

typically developing students. 

While the importance of designing classroom curricula and identifying supports for 

students using IEPs is stressed in Ministry documents, it is interesting to note that the specialists 

interviewed in this study described the emphasis placed on curriculum as more of an impediment 

in dealing with students with ASD. All participants suggested that it may be helpful if educators 

make it their priority to focus on the child, not the diagnosis or the curriculum.  

School and Classroom Environment  

 Bullying. Bullying plays a crucial role in the school and classroom environment. As 

stated in the literature, bullying is a particular challenge that students with ASD face across 

elementary, middle and high school grades (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008; Hutchinson, 2017; 

Rowley et al., 2012; Sofronoff et al., 2011; Sreckovic, Brunsting & Able, 2014). In fact, 
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Sreckovic et al. (2014) report that elementary, middle, and high school students with ASD 

experience alarmingly high levels of bullying.  

Shogren et al. (2011) suggest that bullying between ASD and typically developing (TD) 

peers may be reduced if educators teach students with ASD strategies for self-management, for 

instance, giving students with ASD a reward for following classroom rules such as: (a) stay in 

your space, (b) keep your hands to yourself, and (c) do what the teacher says. The current body 

of literature suggests that teachers believe that by teaching students with ASD strategies for self-

management it may assist in decreasing behaviours demonstrated by students with ASD such as, 

(a) hitting peers, (b) taking peers’ materials, and (c) wandering around the classroom (Shogren et 

al., 2011). ASD scholars focus on interventions that can be used to reduce disruptive behaviours 

of students with ASD, with the idea that minimizing such behaviours will make students with 

ASD less susceptible to bullying from their TD peers.   

While teaching students with ASD strategies for self-management may be helpful in 

making them less vulnerable to torment, the participants of this study offer a different 

perspective on minimizing bullying. Participant responses question why there is such a large 

focus placed on teaching students with ASD self-management strategies, when the classroom is 

not only made up of students with ASD, but TD peers as well. The participants argue that an 

increased awareness of autism for TD developing peers, may help to change the social dynamics 

in the way they choose to interact with their peers who are on the spectrum, and create an 

environment of social inclusion within classrooms and schools.  

Dillenburger, Jordan, McKerr, Lloyd, & Schubotz (2017) have found that to date, 

children and young people have very little awareness of what autism is, and what is means. 

Campbell and Barger (2011) who studied children’s autism awareness (n=1015) found that 77 % 
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of elementary school youth and 46% of high school youth knew what autism meant (Campbell & 

Barger, 2014; Campbell & Barger, 2011), but despite an awareness of the term, still little is 

known about strategies or practices that aid in enhancing the knowledge of ASD for TD peers.  

All participants spoke about ways in which they make the classroom more inclusive for 

students with ASD. Blair, in particular suggested that in order to create a safe and accepting 

learning environment for all (i.e., kids in the classroom who are on the spectrum and those who 

are not), it is important for TD peers to have a chance to learn about ASD, what it means, and 

how they might help in making the classroom a safe and accepting environment for their peers 

with ASD. In their 2014 study, Lindsay et al. drew on a purposeful sample of 13 elementary 

teachers, 12 of whom supported the notion of educating TD peers about ASD and suggested a 

few ways in which teachers may increase awareness about ASD. However, what their study does 

not discuss, and what Blair raised in our interview, is the importance of first asking parents of 

students with ASD if they are willing to either come into the class themselves and share some 

information about their child with autism, or if they are willing to have the classroom teacher 

share information about autism with the class. Blair also shared that she believed it was 

important that the student with ASD was out of the classroom for this information session.  

Blair further argued that using the label of autism, is in itself, a way of segregating 

students with ASD from TD peers. Blair believes that using the label of autism is not helpful 

when talking about a student with ASD, because she believes that the label becomes ingrained in 

their minds and they start to think that they are different from their TD peers. She instead 

suggested that when talking about ASD with TD peers, to not place an emphasis on the label but 

rather explain that there are students in the classroom who ‘learn differently’ the same way that 

all individuals (regardless of a diagnosis or not) learn differently. As well, “having a better 
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understanding may prevent them from developing negative views of these learners or labeling 

them” (Holtz & Lessing, 2002).  

What is also lacking in the literature is how to explain what autism is in a way that is 

comprehensible to students in different grade levels (i.e., elementary school, high school). 

Although the strategies for disability awareness put forth by Lindsay et al. (2014) are suggested 

to be used for students at the elementary level, they seem to be more appropriate for older 

students. When educating younger age groups on ASD, Blair suggests using children’s books 

such as Ian’s Walk (Lears, 1998) as a way of communicating information about ASD using 

language and a form that is comprehensible for young children. Blair recommended using age 

appropriate tools and age appropriate language based on the age group. Blair found that when 

talking openly about the diagnosis and how students with ASD experience learning, she noticed 

a large difference in the way TD peers responded. Blair also made sure that she focused on the 

strengths of students with ASD when talking about their learning differences and was mindful 

about not reinforcing negative stereotypes of ‘those that can’t’ students. For example, Blair 

recounted a situation where she had TD students who were frustrated over the fact that a student 

with ASD in the classroom was always using the LEGO blocks. Blair understood that this 

student with ASD gravitated toward the LEGO blocks because the student had an interest in the 

activity and excelled in building with LEGO blocks. She used the scenario as an opportunity to 

both explain to the TD students why the student with ASD is always using the LEGO blocks, but 

also as a way of highlighting this student’s strength. She explained to her students that this one 

student in particular tends to gravitate towards the LEGO blocks because they are interested in 

the activity and are talented in their use of using LEGO blocks to build neat objects in a short 

time-span. The students found it fascinating that the student with ASD could build objects with 
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LEGO blocks so fast, and they responded with empathy because they were able to understand 

why that particular student required that learning tool. Building a climate of social acceptance in 

schools and in classrooms is one of the most important aspects surrounding the successful 

inclusion of students with ASD.  

Impact of physical environment on learning. As the literature indicates, much of the 

distress that students with ASD feel is linked to chaos and noise in the environment and an 

inability to transition out of their normal routine (Carrington & Graham, 2001; Cihak et al., 

2010; Vincent et al., 2016). In their 2016 study, Vincent et al. had undergraduate student 

participants make suggestions on what they felt might better support them in adapting to sensory 

stimuli and transitions in a university setting. The participants for this study indicated that they 

benefitted from having a space or a room that they could go to when they felt like they needed a 

break from the sensory stimuli commonly found in a university environment. Likewise, 

Nathaniel argues that in elementary schools, classrooms are almost always universally lit by 

fluorescent lighting and are filled with multiple noises. He expressed concern with regard to the 

sensory input often being the reason why students with ASD have such a hard time adapting to 

the school environment. Nathaniel suggests that elementary school students on the autism 

spectrum may benefit from having access to a multi-sensory environment, called a Snoezelen 

room, designed for the purpose of giving students with ASD access to an environment where 

they may temporarily withdraw from troublesome sensory stimulus overload; and this space 

helps to calm students, rather than increase their anxiety. Nathaniel noted that there are a few 

schools in his area which have Snoezelen rooms, however he suggests that it may be beneficial 

for all schools to have a Snoezelen room, as it may aid in lowering the anxiety that students with 

ASD may experience in the school and classroom environment. With this being said, Snoezelen 
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Rooms come at a high cost and there are simpler solutions that work as well, such as: dampening 

the sound in classrooms, turning off every other light, putting tennis balls on chair legs, and 

having a quiet room or space). There are a multitude of ways in which bothersome sensory 

stimuli may be controlled (Davies, 2012; Lytle & Todd, 2009) to aid in reducing anxiety and 

stress for students with ASD.  

Teacher knowledge. Findings of this study suggest that teacher knowledge plays a large 

part in creating an inclusive school and classroom environment. Working with students with 

ASD requires very specialized knowledge, as well as intensive and extensive professional 

development. As Blair suggested, a brief intro course on Special Education may not be enough; 

therefore, I argue that teachers need to be carefully selected for teaching students with ASD 

based on beliefs, attitudes and credentials. 

A large number of studies determine that general education teachers do not support an 

inclusive model of teaching as they lack adequate training in teaching inclusively. As well, they 

voice concerns about their lack of confidence, feelings of low self-efficacy in working with 

students with ASD, and lack of continuing education opportunities on how to work with the ASD 

student population (Finke et al., 2009; Lindsay et al., 2013; McCray & McHatton, 2011; Ross-

Hill, 2009; Scruggs et al., 2007).  

Having taught students with ASD for many years and having been a resource teacher and 

a Special Education Consultant, Blair has had the opportunity to visit a large number of schools 

within a school district in eastern Ontario. Blair confirmed the findings described in the literature 

which state that general educators do not feel that they are equipped to teach in classrooms that 

house students with ASD, as they feel that they have a lack of training. Findings of this study 

suggest that there is a need for preservice and in-service support in regard to teaching students 
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with ASD and other exceptionalities. This study indicates that it is unrealistic to expect generalist 

teachers to have the knowledge and know-how to fully support students with ASD. There is a 

need to differentiate Special Education teachers who have extensive knowledge in the area of 

teaching students with ASD and other exceptionalities, to be recognized as specialists. Having 

specialist teachers in schools, working alongside open-minded generalist teachers allows for 

collaboration and the sharing of information and resources.  

Classroom Practices and Strategies  

 Specialist teachers in this study reported using instructional practices and strategies that 

follow the principles of UDL (OME, 2005) and DI (OME, 2005). However, with the exception 

of a few brief statements made by Blair and Serena, the participants did not necessarily use either 

term when describing their teaching practice. In developing and implementing teaching practices 

and strategies, participants discussed striving to meet the individual needs of students (i.e., 

emotional needs, mental health needs, social and communication related needs) as opposed to 

focussing on the curriculum and IEPs. What this means is that specialist teachers interviewed in 

this study tailored their instruction based on their students multifaceted needs.  

Peer relationships. A study by Locke et al. (2010) found that high functioning children 

and adolescents with autism are aware of their social situations, and demonstrate a longing to 

have friendships, but lack the skill and opportunity to do so. Research also shows that teachers 

struggle to foster relationships between students with ASD and TD peers (Lindsay et al., 2013). 

Nathaniel discussed the importance of social skill development and detailed a strategy 

that has not yet been offered in the literature. Nathaniel suggests that breaking down social 

interactions into smaller steps for elementary-aged children with ASD within a school setting, 

and then slowly working with them until they become comfortable with interacting with 
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individuals outside the school setting (i.e., at an event, at the supermarket), is helpful in reducing 

the anxiety that students with ASD feel when in social situations. For example, Nathaniel noticed 

that breaking down social interactions into smaller steps is successful in helping students with 

ASD become more comfortable with social situations and interactions in multiple environments. 

Nathaniel suggested starting with an interaction that a student with ASD is more comfortable 

with such as saying “hi” to their teacher every morning, and then being able to say “hi” to an 

unfamiliar adult, and then saying “hi” to familiar age appropriate peers, and then saying “hi” to 

unfamiliar age appropriate peers. Slowly allowing students with ASD to become more 

comfortable in social situations, and on their own terms, holds the possibility of fostering the 

formation of relationships.  

Avoid generalizations in social/emotional skill development. Blair introduced a 

strategy that is not apparent in the extant literature. She noted that sometimes educators, herself 

included, unconsciously use generalizations when teaching social skills to students with ASD. 

For example, using pictures of people which highlight different emotions (e.g., happy, sad, mad). 

Blair believes that this is confusing for students, as these photo representations are not indicative 

of the range of feelings behind the emotions. For instance, a smile does not always mean that a 

person is happy. Blair believes that it becomes especially confusing for students with ASD when 

you bring in other emotions such as frustration and disappointment, because there is no visual 

depiction which characterizes these emotions. Blair strategized to have her students learn the 

nuances of emotion by using everyday life situations and people as models. For example, taking 

a student with ASD to the school playground, and asking them to look at the students around 

them. She would then ask the student prompting questions about what the student thinks their 
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peers are feeling based on their facial expressions and mannerisms. Blair noted that using real 

life models was much more successful than using pictures.    

Although a number of the strategies and practices recorded in the results section are 

present in the existing literature, the literature lacks depth in examples and scalable measures of 

how each strategy is used. This study provides detailed descriptions of how each of the four 

specialist teachers use the classroom practices and strategies specified in the results section 

within their classroom instruction, and specifies what each practice or strategy targets, for 

example: (a) social/communication related skills, (b) student engagement, (c) individual 

accommodation, (d) transitioning, (e) inattention, and (f) aggression.  

Revisiting the Purpose 

 This study details the key issues, challenges and successes reported by four specialist 

teachers who have extensive experience in teaching students with ASD. These four specialist 

teachers shared their perspectives on teaching students with ASD, the supports they find helpful 

in teaching students with ASD, the challenges they face with teaching students with ASD in 

inclusive classrooms, and the practices they find beneficial in working with students with ASD. 

In talking to these specialist teachers, the researcher was able to gain a better understanding of 

what works and doesn’t work for these teachers who are experienced in working with students 

with ASD.  

Answering the Research Questions  

Comparisons between earlier research and the findings of this study demonstrate that 

there are some associations to be made with the broader body of literature. While it is imperative 

that the findings of this study are compared to the present body of literature, it is also important 
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to describe how the findings answer the research questions addressed in Chapter 1 of this thesis. 

To reiterate, the questions addressed in this study were:  

1) What are specialist teachers’ beliefs about working with students who have ASD? 

2) What supports do these specialist teachers find most helpful in working with students 

with ASD in inclusive classrooms? 

3) What challenges do these specialist teachers see for working with students with ASD 

in inclusive classrooms? 

4) What practices do these specialist teachers find most beneficial for students with ASD 

in inclusive classrooms?  

Question 1: Specialist Teachers’ Beliefs 

 The four participants of this study expressed similar beliefs about working with students 

with ASD. The overall main finding of the data collected from all four interviews was that each 

participant had a clear philosophy and orientation towards working with students with ASD. 

Aside from their philosophies on teaching students with ASD, results of the study highlighted the 

following beliefs of four specialist teachers: (1) the importance of staying current with 

information and resources and being creative and inventive in teaching practice, (b) getting to 

know the students in that classroom and adapting classroom routine/instruction to fit their needs, 

and (c) although teaching students with ASD presents multiple challenges, having a positive 

attitude; being aware of the root of a students’ discomfort; and, tackling issues as they arise may 

make the challenge of teaching inclusively more manageable. All participants were also adamant 

in their belief that classroom instruction and learning environment may improve when the 

diagnosis or label is not the centre of attention, but rather they argue for focusing on the student 

as an individual and on their individual needs, and catering instruction accordingly.  



127 

 

Question 2: Helpful Supports 

 Specialist teachers in this study reported on multiple sources they found helpful in 

increasing their knowledge around characteristics of students with ASD and ways in which they 

might improve their teaching practice, such as: going to workshops, reading books and online 

resources, talking to parents of students with autism, and following recommendations given by 

occupational therapists and speech language pathologists. Charles, Nathaniel and Serena in 

particular found that opportunities for professional development and collaboration with other 

educators and professionals is quite helpful in opening up avenues for teaching inclusively, and 

aids in increasing teacher knowledge. During the interviews the participants were also asked “if 

you could wave a magic wand and it would grant you three wishes, what would you wish for 

(that you do not currently have access to) that would help support you in your work with students 

with ASD, and participants shared a number of important requests and suggestions (Please see 

pages 77-79). Their requests included: (a) human resources (so that schools have as many people 

available to support all programs that are put in place for a student), (b) a breaking down of 

barriers between home and school (i.e., parental advocacy and teacher-parent relationships), (c) 

health and clinical resources that are readily available in major cities to be places in smaller 

cities, (d) financial support (to be used for professional development opportunities, technology, 

and sensory equipment).  

Question 3: Challenges Seen for Working with Students with ASD  

 Nathaniel mentioned that he finds it challenging to teach students with ASD in a standard 

school environment because he believes that standard school environments are not always 

conducive to learning. He explained that schools are often always universally lit with buzzing 

flashing lights, and loud noises. As a parent of a daughter with ASD (who experiences physical 
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reactions to sounds in the school environment), Nathaniel’s concern is not only from a teacher’s 

perspective but from a parent’s as well. There are steps that teachers can take to make the school 

and classroom environment more sensory sensitive, but his response indicates that parent 

advocacy for child needs is also important. Additionally, Blair finds it challenging to create a 

safe and accepting learning environment in the classroom when there are issues related to social 

dynamics among TD peers and students with ASD. Blair found that the label itself creates a 

challenge in that is separates students with ASD from TD students. She suggested educating TD 

students about what autism is without using the label in her explanation. Nathaniel also 

mentioned that he believes the number one responsibility of a teacher is to make sure that all 

students in the classroom are physically safe. Nathaniel asserted that if there is a student in the 

classroom who exhibits aggressive behaviours, the space becomes unsafe for that student, the 

other children in the classroom, and the classroom teacher. He expressed the need for adequate 

supports and resources to make the classroom environment physically safe for all students and 

teachers.  

Question 4: Practices Found Most Beneficial for Students with ASD 

 This study reported on a number of different classroom practices and strategies that 

specialist teachers found beneficial for students with ASD in inclusive classrooms. The 

classroom practices and strategies used by specialist teachers are organized under the following 

six categories: (a) practices and strategies that improve social/communication skills, (b) practices 

and strategies that improve student social engagement, (c) practices and strategies that target 

individual accommodation, (d) practices and strategies that target behaviours related to 

transitioning, (e) practices and strategies that target behaviours related to inattention, and (f) 

practices and strategies that target behaviours related to aggression. As well, this study has 
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addressed two practices that are not discussed in the literature. The first being a chaining 

technique which aims to increase students’ social skill development in regard to social 

interaction by breaking interaction down into smaller steps and slowly progressing as a student 

with ASD becomes more comfortable with new circumstances. Secondly, this research offers a 

practice that has been found useful by one participant in teaching students with ASD the nuances 

of different facial features and emotions in an interactive way with live models as opposed to 

pictures with emoticons.  

Limitations and Strengths of Study 

 The main limitation of this study is the small sample size in participant group. The small 

sample size of participants could limit the transferability of this research. Although the 

participants in this study come from different teaching backgrounds and have worked in different 

school districts, the information contained here may not be representative of a larger group of 

specialist teachers in Ontario. The use of a larger sample size of specialist teachers may increase 

the scope of data and subsequently introduce further information not present in the current study. 

As well, of the four participants, two had a significant number of years of experience teaching 

students with ASD (more than 10 years), and two had fewer years of experience in teaching 

students with ASD (5 years or less).  

 This study contributes to the development of knowledge on classroom practices and 

strategies found successful in supporting students with ASD in inclusive classrooms. The 

detailed descriptions of classroom practices that target social/communication skills, student 

engagement, individual accommodation, transitioning, inattention, and aggression, add to the 

existing literature on interventions for students with ASD. This study also gives voice to 

teachers. It generates a set of recommendations from specialist teachers who have worked more 
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extensively with students with ASD, that may be shared with other educators to inform and 

refine teaching practices in general education classrooms.  

Recommendations 

Recommendations for Practice 

Firstly, as the results of this study suggest, it takes a great deal of commitment to work 

with students on the spectrum. All participants were deeply passionate about teaching students 

with ASD, had specialized training, and a strong set of core beliefs. As such, it may be beneficial 

to interview, and hire teachers who share the same values and beliefs, to work in classrooms with 

students with ASD, as opposed to randomly assigning teachers to classrooms. It is important that 

classrooms are equipped with teachers who want to be in classrooms where they are teaching 

students with ASD. As Hadjikalou and Mnasonos (2012) stated, teachers’ attitudes towards 

autism are central in that attitudes can be described as concepts that function as a gateway for 

providing quality instruction for students with ASD. As well, it may be useful to build a cadre of 

teachers within school who share the same mindsets and beliefs, this way, teachers can share 

their knowledge, resources and tips with each other to support the inclusion of students with 

ASD in schools.  

Additionally, this study emphasizes the need for highly specialized special education 

resource teachers in schools. All participants in this study had extensive experience with working 

with students with ASD and multiple additional qualifications that make them well suited to 

teach the ASD student population. Arguably, it is not enough for resource teachers to just have 

general knowledge because ASD, and other Learning Disabilities require such specialized and 

targeted knowledge. There is a need for micro-specialists in schools to help remove some of the 

pressure for generalist teachers, while at the same time meeting students’ needs more effectively. 
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Presently, a new Additional Qualification (AQ) course became available in Ontario called 

Teaching Students with Communication Needs (Autism Spectrum Disorders). The course 

objectives are as follows: (a) to provide a detailed look at the characteristics associated with 

ASD, (b) to explore research-based approaches to instruction and ways to negotiate challenging 

behaviour, and (c) an exploration into the significance of working with school-based teams and 

community personnel. This is a positive step towards supporting students with ASD, and the 

hope is that there will be more specialized staff available in the near future.  

Secondly, the findings of this study show that often assumptions are made that 

“inclusion” means that students need to be in mainstream classrooms at all times. This point is 

also raised in the existing literature (Mesibov & Shea, 1996; Simpson, de Boer-Ott, & Smith-

Myles, 2003). When inclusion is interpreted in this way, students may be unable to access 

adjustments that adequately address and meet their needs. Students on the spectrum often need 

time away from other students and the demands of the mainstream classroom (Davies, 2012; 

Lytle & Todd, 2009). The frequency with which this needs to happen will be based on the 

individual needs of the student involved, and where they go in these situations will be dependent 

on the school setting. Thus, there is a need for schools to have ‘safe spaces’ for students with 

ASD to go when they feel overwhelmed by their environment. A quiet space somewhere in the 

school, or even a quiet corner of the classroom may greatly benefit a student with ASD.  

Lastly, the literature indicates that students with ASD experience alarmingly high rates of 

bullying, and that bullying is an issue for students with ASD across elementary, middle, and high 

school age groups (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008; Hutchinson, 2017; Rowley et al., 2012; Sofronoff 

et al., 2011; Sreckovic et al., 2014). Results of this study suggest that it is important for teachers 

to educate TD students on the diagnosis of ASD and have them understand what it means for one 
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of their classmates to be on the spectrum so that they may be sensitive towards ASD peers and 

their needs. This study described ways in which teachers might educate TD peers based on age, 

by using language and tools that they understand. Results of this study also showed that 

educating TD peers on the diagnosis of ASD reduced levels of bullying.  

The existing body of literature indicates that a number of qualitative reviews have 

examined the effectiveness of social skill interventions for children with ASD (Hwang & 

Hughes, 2000; Ke, Whalon & Yun, 2018; McConnell, 2002; Rogers, 2000). In their 2000 study, 

Hwang and Hughes reviewed 16 studies concerning social programming for children with ASD 

between the ages of two to 12 years. The authors found that only nine of 16 studies measured 

generalization effects, of which, results demonstrated low generalization effects across 

participants, settings, and play stimuli. Ke et al. (2018) found that youth and adults with ASD 

have trouble with generalizing social skills to new, novel or natural contexts and that there is, as 

of yet, little to no focus being placed on teaching students with ASD’ social skills that transfer 

across different contexts. Findings of this study establish the importance of teaching ASD 

students’ social skills that transfer out of the typical classroom and school context. Participants 

argue that it is imperative for students’ with ASD to be able not to only learn academic related 

skills that apply to circumstances out of the classroom (e.g., counting using manipulatives vs. 

counting tags at a recreation centre) but they also stressed the importance of learning social skills 

that transfer across different environments. For example, students may understand what happens 

in the school cafeteria, but that is different from what happens at a fast food restaurant or a sit-

down restaurant. Participants suggest that it may be beneficial for teachers to select social skill 

interventions that may be practically implemented in multiple naturalistic settings (i.e., from the 

classroom, to the playground, to community, to home). 
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Recommendations for Policy 

Firstly, while the Ministry stresses the importance of following curriculum guidelines and 

identifying supports for students using IEPs (based on a student’s diagnosis), the participants of 

this study described the emphasis placed on curriculum as more of a barrier when teaching 

students with ASD. As students with ASD have multifaceted needs (Able et al., 2015) 

participants of this study suggested focussing on the child, and not on the diagnosis or the 

curriculum. As one of the core characterizations of ASD is persistent deficits in communication 

and social interaction across contexts (DSM—5, American Psychiatric Association [APA], 

2013), participants of this study suggested that it would be beneficial for teachers to adjust their 

academic expectations so that students with ASD may be able to work on attaining goals related 

to social and communication skills. Participants argued that until students with ASD have had 

time to improve their social and communication skills (which require extra attention), they may 

not be able to progress with learning academic content. 

Secondly, results of this study showed that one specialist teacher in particular raised 

concern that policy makers should not be making decisions without knowing how classrooms 

operate. Although policy makers may have been teachers in previous years, the educational 

climate is always changing. Policy makers should consider spending a few weeks at a time in 

classrooms to get a sense of all the variables to be considered when developing policies for 

students with ASD or students with exceptionalities, for stance: the environment, the students, 

the teachers’ needs. Schools in different areas will all have a different set of issues, and so it may 

be helpful to use some ministry resources and funds to have policy makers visit classrooms so 

that they may make well-informed decisions based on their observations and communication 

with classroom teachers.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 

In their 2015 study, Able et al. conducted focus groups with 34 teachers (elementary 

teachers n = 9, special education teachers n = 7, middle school teachers n = 10, high school 

teachers n = 8) to explore the needs of students with ASD in inclusive settings as well as 

teachers’ needs in facilitating their students’ success. Results of their study indicated that 

teachers identified the following key areas where they feel they lack knowledge in teaching 

students with ASD in inclusive environments: (a) ASD and students’ individual characteristics, 

(b) accommodations for students’ academic and social needs within inclusive classrooms, (c) 

facilitation of the general social needs of students with ASD, and (d) promotion of advocacy for 

students with ASD (p. 50).  

Results of this study indicate that building the knowledge and capacity of teachers, 

educational assistants, administrators and the public is important in enhancing the educational 

experience of students with ASD in classrooms and in the community. However, further research 

is required that looks at what kinds of professional development opportunities are available for 

teachers, and whether knowledge of these opportunities is being mobilized within schools and 

communities. There is a need for information to be shared with students, teachers and parents. 

All four specialist teachers interviewed had multiple additional qualification courses and stressed 

that they were motivated to learn about the students with ASD in their classrooms. What this 

research demonstrates is that teachers’ current roles and the models of support necessary to 

enable the successful inclusion of students with ASD have become more complex, as such, 

content and knowledge expertise from general education and special education teachers has 

become a requirement in teaching students with ASD. Thus, it is imperative that future research 

explore the most effective way to provide professional development programs and opportunities 
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to pre-service and in-service teachers, so that they may increase their repertoire of knowledge on 

how to better support students with ASD in classrooms.  

Concluding Thoughts 

 This study provides an overview of a number of strategies deemed successful in 

supporting the inclusion of students with autism spectrum disorder and provides detailed 

descriptions and explanations of how each strategy is used in practice. Furthermore, the 

specialist teachers interviewed in this study stressed the importance of tailoring instruction to suit 

the individualized functional needs of students, as opposed to solely focusing on curriculum and 

diagnosis. This study also suggests that a structured but flexible learning environment is 

fundamental to teaching inclusively (i.e., teaching content using multiple modes and in different 

settings based on student needs).  

 As I wrap up this thesis, I am left thinking about what I have learned from my 

conversations with the participants of this study. Listening to the perspectives of specialist 

teachers has shown me the tremendous amount of effort that is required to support students with 

ASD, and students with exceptionalities. In my pursuit to become an academic and an educator, I 

have learned from Blair, Nathaniel, Charles and Serena the importance of modifying my 

teaching practices to fit the purposeful needs of my students, regardless of whether or not they 

have a diagnosis. Furthermore, I have learned of the benefits that collaboration has on creating a 

rich and inclusive environment for students and teachers, and plan to continue to share thoughts 

on inclusive education and inclusive practice with colleagues and educational professionals, with 

whom I have the pleasure of speaking.  

 I started my research journey afflicted by the thought that my Aunty who has autism 

spectrum disorder, was unable to complete elementary school, let alone high school and post-
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secondary education. Her inability to adapt to change and routine was in large part the factor that 

hindered her immersion into educational and social settings. My Aunty’s sisters noticed a trend 

in that educators did not feel they had adequate tools and resources to teach someone with a 

learning exceptionality, or hers specifically. This thesis has shown me that meaningful progress 

has been made in making the classroom more inclusive for individuals with exceptionalities, but 

that there is still much to be done to further improve upon current inclusionary practices.  
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A: Recruitment Email 

 

Subject: Research on Autism  

 

My name is Maria Shaikh. I am a master’s student completing a thesis in the Faculty of 

Education at Queen’s University in Kingston, Canada, under the supervision of Dr. John G. 

Freeman. I am contacting you because you are experienced in educating students with autism 

spectrum disorder (ASD). I received your contact information from (insert name here). The 

purpose of this study is to explore effective strategies used by specialist teachers that support the 

inclusion of students with ASD. For this study, you will be asked to participate in a one-hour 

interview face-to-face in a public location, over the phone, or via Skype, whichever is most 

convenient to you. If you would like more information about this study, please contact me at 

13ms186@queensu.ca, and I will send you the Letter of Information/Consent Form. Thank you. 

 

Take care, 

  

Maria  
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Appendix B: Combined Letter of Information and Consent Form 

 

 

Teaching Elementary-aged Children on the Autism Spectrum: The Key Issues, Challenges 

and Successes Describes by Specialist Teachers 

 

This research is being conducted by Maria Shaikh (Master of Education, Candidate) under the 

supervision of Dr. John Freeman in the Faculty of Education at Queen’s University in Kingston, 

Ontario.  

 

I am seeking qualified specialist teachers to take part in a research study examining successful 

strategies being used that support the inclusion of elementary-aged children on the autism 

spectrum. If you agree to take part, I will interview you for one hour at a public location of your 

choosing, or by any means convenient to you (e.g., telephone, Skype). The aim of this study is to 

understand how teachers work towards including students with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) 

in their classroom. 

 

The interview will be audio-recorded and later transcribed. Only my supervisor and I will have 

access to these recordings and any notes taken during the interview. There are no known risks for 

taking part in this study. While there are no direct benefits to you as a participant, study results 

will add to the knowledge base on strategies that are successful in including students with ASD 

in the classroom.  

 

There is no obligation for you to say yes to take part in this study. You don’t have to answer any 

questions you don’t want to. You can stop participating at any time without penalty. You may 

withdraw from the study up until April 30, 2017 by contacting me at 13ms186@queensu.ca, at 

which point, your data will be destroyed. 

 

I will keep your data securely for at least five years. Your confidentiality will be protected to the 

extent possible by replacing your name with a pseudonym for all data and in all publications. 

When discussing particular instances involving specific students, I ask that you use pseudonyms 

instead of their real names to protect confidentiality. The code list linking participants’ real 

names with their pseudonyms will be stored separately and securely from the data.  

 

I will publish the results of this study in my master’s thesis and hope to publish them in academic 

journals and present them at conferences.  I will include quotes from some of the interviews 

when presenting my findings. However, I will never include any real names with quotes, and I 

will do my best to make sure quotes do not include information that could indirectly identify 

participants. During the interview, please let me know if you say anything you do not want me to 

quote. Once I have transcribed the data from our interview, a copy of the transcript will be sent  

to you. You may request the deletion of any specifics. If after two weeks, I have not heard back 

from you, I will continue using the original data.  

 

  

mailto:13ms186@queensu.ca
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If you have any ethics concerns please contact the General Research Ethics Board (GREB) at 1-

844-535-2988 (Toll free in North America) or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 

 

If you have any questions about the research, please do not hesitate to contact me at 

13ms186@queensu.ca or 519-496-3022 or my supervisor, Dr. John Freeman at 

freemanj@queensu.ca or 613-533-6000 ext. 77298. 

 

This Letter of Information provides you with the details to help you make an informed choice.  

All your questions should be answered to your satisfaction before you decide whether or not to 

participate in this research study. 

 

Keep one copy of the Letter of Information for your records and return one copy to the 

researcher, Maria Shaikh.  

 

By signing below, I am verifying that: I have read the Letter of Information and all of my 

questions have been answered. I agree to be interviewed for this study and to have my interview 

audio-recorded. 

 

 

Name of Participant: ___________________________________ 

 

 

 

Signature: ____________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Date: ________________________________________________ 

  

mailto:chair.GREB@queensu.ca
mailto:13ms186@queensu.ca
mailto:freemanj@queensu.ca


158 

 

Appendix C: Interview Questions 

 

Background Questions 

1) Describe your teaching experience.  

2) Describe your educational background.  

3) Describe your specific experience with teaching children with ASD.  

4) Why do/how did you choose to specialize in working with students who have ASD? 

Research Question # 1: What are specialist teachers’ beliefs about working with students 

who have autism spectrum disorder (ASD)? 

1) What is your philosophy on teaching students with ASD? 

2) What are your beliefs about benefits and challenges about inclusive and special education 

for students who have ASD? 

3) What do you see as successful education when working with students who have ASD? 

4) What do you see as unsuccessful education when working with students who have ASD? 

5) What are the most important goals for you personally when working with students who 

have ASD? 

Research Question # 2: What practices do these specialist teachers find most beneficial for 

students with ASD in inclusive classrooms?  

1) What kinds of instructional techniques or methods do you find most effective when 

teaching students with ASD?  

2) Describe a particular instructional strategy or method of teaching that you have used that 

has helped reduce problem behaviours of students with ASD (e.g., problems with 

transitioning, aggressive behaviours, inattention).  

3) What strategies have been helpful in maximizing the strengths of students with ASD? 

4) How much are the instructional techniques and methods you use for students with ASD 

beneficial for other learners?  

Research Question # 3: What supports do these specialist teachers find most helpful in 

working with students with ASD in inclusive classrooms? 

1) What kinds of supports or resources do you find most useful in working with students 

with ASD? 

2) How have you accessed these supports? 

3) Magic Wand: If you could wave a wand and it would grant you three wishes, what 

would you wish for (that you do not currently have access to) that would support you in 

your work with students with ASD?  

4) Magic Wand: If you could influence the minds of decision makers at the board or 

Ministry level, what would you ask for? 

Research Question # 4: What challenges do these specialist teachers see for working with 

students with ASD in inclusive classrooms?  

1) What kinds of challenges do you find most common for students with ASD? 

2) How do you help students with ASD to work through these types of challenges? 

3) What challenges have you had to overcome as a teacher? 

4) Tell me about a time when you found a challenge particularly overwhelming. [prompt to 

talk about student(s) as well if they choose to talk about a personal teaching-related 

challenge first] 
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5) Tell me about a time where you managed a particular challenge successfully. [prompt to 

talk about student(s) as well if they choose to talk about a personal teaching-related 

challenge first] 

Concluding the Interview  

- Is there anything that you would like to talk about that I might have missed?  
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Appendix D: General Research Ethics Board Approvals 

 

1. Initial study approval from GREB, February 2, 2017 

 

February 02, 2017  

Miss Maria Shaikh Master’s Student 

Faculty of Education Queen's University Duncan McArthur Hall 511 Union Street West Kingston, ON, K7M 5R7  

GREB Ref #: GEDUC-842-17; TRAQ # 6020125 

Title: "GEDUC-842-17 An Investigation of Successful Strategies Used by Autism Experts with Elementary- aged Children on 

the Autism Spectrum"  

Dear Miss Shaikh:  

The General Research Ethics Board (GREB), by means of a delegated board review, has cleared your proposal entitled 

"GEDUC-842-17 An Investigation of Successful Strategies Used by Autism Experts with Elementary- aged Children on the 

Autism Spectrum" for ethical compliance with the Tri-Council Guidelines (TCPS 2 (2014)) and Queen's ethics policies. In 

accordance with the Tri-Council Guidelines (Article 6.14) and Standard Operating Procedures (405.001), your project has been 

cleared for one year. You are reminded of your obligation to submit an annual renewal form prior to the annual renewal due date 

(access this form at http://www.queensu.ca/traq/signon.html/; click on "Events"; under "Create New Event" click on "General 

Research Ethics Board Annual Renewal/Closure Form for Cleared Studies"). Please note that when your research project is 

completed, you need to submit an Annual Renewal/Closure Form in Romeo/traq indicating that the project is 'completed' so that 

the file can be closed. This should be submitted at the time of completion; there is no need to wait until the annual renewal due 

date.  

You are reminded of your obligation to advise the GREB of any adverse event(s) that occur during this one year period (access 

this form at http://www.queensu.ca/traq/signon.html/; click on "Events"; under "Create New Event" click on "General Research 

Ethics Board Adverse Event Form"). An adverse event includes, but is not limited to, a complaint, a change or unexpected event 

that alters the level of risk for the researcher or participants or situation that requires a substantial change in approach to a 

participant(s). You are also advised that all adverse events must be reported to the GREB within 48 hours.  

You are also reminded that all changes that might affect human participants must be cleared by the GREB. For example, you 

must report changes to the level of risk, applicant characteristics, and implementation of new procedures. To submit an 

amendment form, access the application by at http://www.queensu.ca/traq/signon.html; click on "Events"; under "Create New 

Event" click on "General Research Ethics Board Request for the Amendment of Approved Studies". Once submitted, these 

changes will automatically be sent to the Ethics Coordinator, Ms. Gail Irving, at the Office of Research Services for further 

review and clearance by the GREB or GREB Chair.  

On behalf of the General Research Ethics Board, I wish you continued success in your research. Sincerely,  

John Freeman, Ph.D. 

Chair 

General Research Ethics Board  

c: Dr. John Freeman, Supervisor 

Dr. Richard Reeve, Chair, Unit REB Ms. Erin Rennie, Dept. Admin.  
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2. Annual Approval letter from GREB, January 25, 2018 

 

January 25, 2018  

Miss Maria Shaikh Master’s Student 

Faculty of Education Queen's University Duncan McArthur Hall 511 Union Street West Kingston, ON, K7M 5R7  

Dear Miss Shaikh:  

GREB TRAQ #: 6020125 

Title: "GEDUC-842-17 An Investigation of Successful Strategies Used by Autism Experts with Elementary-aged Children 

on the Autism Spectrum"  

The General Research Ethics Board (GREB) has reviewed and cleared your request for renewal of ethics clearance for the above-

named study. This renewal is valid for one year from February 2, 2018. Prior to the next renewal date you will be sent a reminder 

memo and the link to ROMEO to renew for another year. You are reminded of your obligation to submit an Annual 

Renewal/Closure Form prior to the annual renewal due date (access this form at http://www.queensu.ca/traq/signon.html/; click 

on "Events"; under "Create New Event" click on "General Research Ethics Board Annual Renewal/Closure Form for Cleared 

Studies"). Please note that when your research project is completed, you need to submit an Annual Renewal/Completed Form in 

Romeo/traq indicating that the project is 'completed' so that the file can be closed. This should be submitted at the time of 

completion; there is no need to wait until the annual renewal due date.  

You are reminded of your obligation to advise the GREB of any adverse event(s) that occur during this one year period. An 

adverse event includes, but is not limited to, a complaint, a change or unexpected event that alters the level of risk for the 

researcher or participants or situation that requires a substantial change in approach to a participant(s). You are also advised that 

all adverse events must be reported to the GREB within 48 hours. To submit an adverse event report, access the application at 

http://www.queensu.ca/traq/signon.html/; click  

on "Events"; under "Create New Event" click on "General Research Ethics Board Adverse Event Form".  

You are also reminded that all changes that might affect human participants must be cleared by the GREB. For example, you 

must report changes in study procedures or implementation of new aspects into the study procedures. Your request for protocol 

changes will be forwarded to the appropriate GREB reviewers and/or the GREB Chair. To submit an amendment form, access 

the application at http://www.queensu.ca/traq/signon.html; click on "Events"; under "Create New Event" click on "General 

Research Ethics Board Request for the Amendment of Approved Studies".  

On behalf of the General Research Ethics Board, I wish you continued success in your research. Yours sincerely,  

Joan Stevenson, Ph.D. 

Interim Chair, General Research Ethics Board  

c.: Dr. Lynda Colgan, Supervisor 

Dr. Richard Reeve, Chair, Unit REB Mrs. Erin Rennie, Dept. Admin.  
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Appendix E: Two-page sample of coded transcript 
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Appendix F: Resources that Summarize Policies Related to Special Education 

 

Issued since 1999:  

• General information on all special education policies, programs, and resources 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/policyfunding/speced.html  

• Special Education Funding Guidelines 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/speced/funding.html (Special 

Education Funding Overview)  

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/funding/index.html (Education Funding Details)  

• Standards for School Boards’ Special Education Plans (2000) 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/speced/iepstand/iepstand.html   

• Individual Education Plans: Standards for Development, Program Planning, and 

Implementation (2000) 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/speced/iep/iep.html  

• Special Education: A Guide for Educators (2001) 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/speced/guide.html  

• Transition Planning: A Resource Guide (2002) 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/speced/transiti/transition.html   

• The Individual Education Plan (IEP): A Resource Guide (2004) 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/speced/guide/resource/index.html  

• Education for All: The Report of the Expert Panel on Literacy and Numeracy Instruction 

for Students With Special Education Needs, Kindergarten to Grade 6 (2005) 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/document/reports/speced/panel/index.html  

• Effective Educational Practices for Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders: A 

Resource Guide (2007) 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/speced/asdfirst.pdf  

• PPM No. 140, “Incorporating Methods of Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) Into 

Programs for Students With Autism Spectrum Disorders (ABA)” (May 17, 2007) 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/extra/eng/ppm/140.html  

• Shared Solutions: A Guide to Preventing and Resolving Conflicts Regarding Programs 

and Services for Students With Special Education Needs (2007) 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/speced/shared.pdf  

• PPM No. 149, “Protocol for Partnerships With External Agencies for Provision of 

Services by Regulated Health Professionals, Regulated Social Service Professionals, and 

Paraprofessionals” (September 25, 2009) 

http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/extra/eng/ppm/ppm149.pdf   

• Memorandum from Deputy Minister Kevin Costante, dated April 19, 2010: “Instructions 

Regarding School Boards’/School Authorities’ Plans for the Provision of Special 

Education Programs and Services, 2010” 

http://cal2.edu.gov.on.ca/april2010/PlanProvisionSEP2010.pdf 
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Appendix G: Participant 1 Profile 

 

Blair Introduction 

 At the time of the interview, Blair was celebrating 16 years as an educator. Over the years 

her career swayed her in many directions. She started her career as a Primary/Junior teacher 

within a little rural school teaching grades two and three. She then moved into a resource teacher 

position as she has “always liked special education” (P1, p. 1, lines 5-6) and began working with 

kids on the autism spectrum. Following her years as a resource teacher she moved into a Board 

Office position as a Special Education Consultant with the primary role of working with and 

training staff on how to better support students with ASD. Blair explained that as a special 

education consultant, her position involved going into schools where teachers had requested 

assistance, and she would help them with 

whatever they needed support with [in terms of] understanding autism. I did a lot of 

modelling and a lot of preparing things. Modelling how to put together a visual schedule, 

how to put together a reward program, how to use applied behavioural analysis in a 

classroom…a lot of staff training, a lot of workshops, and then because I was travelling 

to so many different schools I would get to know the kids quite well and their profiles 

and just things that were going on…I would work with kids that were completely non-

verbal and would have comorbidity, so we would have two or three diagnoses on top of 

the autism (P4, p. 3-4, lines 57-70).  

 Blair’s background experience in education largely prepared her for working with 

students on the autism spectrum: she has a Bachelor of Arts and Science in social geography and 

history, a Bachelor of Education degree in the Primary/Junior divisions, an a number of 

additional qualifications (Please see Table 1), and a Masters degree in Education.  
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Blair shared the story of how one student in particular sparked her interest in teaching 

students with ASD. She said:  

About four years into teaching, probably even before schools had the diagnosis coming 

up very often, there was a girl who had been diagnosed with Asperger’s in grade eight 

and nobody in the school knew how to relate to her. She was probably my first 

experience [with a student on the spectrum]…The father had said oh she’s got 

Asperger’s, and nobody really knew what it was (P4, p. 2, lines 30-35).  

To her surprise, she found that “there wasn’t anything [i.e., resources and information] coming 

from the boards or the ministry at the time, or if it was, it was not coming down to the teachers” 

(P1, p. 2, lines 37-38). Blair noticed that other teachers thought that the grade eight girl with 

Asperger’s “was so peculiar and they would get so frustrated with her” (P1, p. 5, line 88). She 

recalled looking at this girl and thinking, “I have got to figure her out” (P4, p. 5, line 89). She 

said:  

I know this kid does not want to come to school and have meltdowns. There is no way a 

grade eight girl would want to come to school and have a meltdown in front of 

everybody. It’s just, if she could do better, she would…and then when her dad said that 

she has Asperger’s and you guys don’t know anything about that, I thought, you are right, 

we don’t know anything about it, and that is kind of what peaked my interest. The more I 

watched her and worked with her…and made tiny little changes, it just made such a 

difference for her (P4, p. 6, lines 89-109).  

Years later, the grade eight girl that Blair once taught made a point of coming to see Blair and 

explained to her that she was working on completing teacher’s college and thanked Blair for her 

support. Blair recalls her previous student saying: “I always had trouble getting along with kids 
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and you didn’t ever force me to do it…and you gave me other stuff [i.e., materials and options] 

because I liked to read books that were too old for me” (P4, p. 6, lines 117-119). Blair states that 

“you never know what you’re going to do, and what is going to impact kids” (P4, p. 6, line 120).  

 Blair’s philosophy on teaching students with ASD captures what is most important to her 

as an educator, and that is, “you teach the kid in front of you…you teach the kid not the 

diagnosis” (P4, p. 6, lines 122-123). She described the views she has on teaching students with 

ASD as:  

One of her pet peeves because people want labels and they want a diagnosis and they 

want an assessment…and I think at the end of the day there is a kid in front of you and if 

the way I’m teaching that kid is not working for that kid then I have got to change my 

teaching, I just have to change my teaching…So recognizing that the spectrum it is 

exactly what the name is right, it is a spectrum—some of our kids are going to be very 

very mild and need tiny little tweaks just to help them be successful and other kids are 

going to need a lot more intensive kind of interventions (P4, p. 6-7, lines 123-132).  

In any teaching role she takes on, Blair tries her best to “make everything about the child, so it is 

the kid first and then we figure everything else out [i.e., concerning the diagnosis] after” (P4, p. 

7, lines 143-144). She also firmly believes that “you have to know something about autism if you 

are going to teach a kid on the spectrum” (P4, p. 7, lines 144-145). There are multiple instances 

where Blair references strategies and resources that she has discovered through her “own 

learning” (P4, p. 2, line 39) as she was “self-taught” (P4, p. 2, line 39).  

Teacher Attitude and Disposition 

During our interview I asked Blair if she thought that she had access to supports systems 

and if they were effective in helping to her make her classroom more inclusive for students with 
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ASD. Blair responded to this question with, “No, not when I first started teaching, I don’t think” 

(P1, p. 55, line 1110). She explained,  

when I first started teaching I know we had a resource teacher, but she was brand new 

too, right out of teacher’s college, same as me. I thought, okay I could go to her, but we 

are going to be learning together if I am trying to figure anything out…and then I went 

into a resource position because it just intrigued me (P1, p. 56, lines 1117-1121).  

Blair mentioned that it was one student in particular at the beginning of her teaching 

career, the one grade eight girl that she taught whose father said that teachers do not know 

anything about her diagnosis of Asperger’s, who sparked her interest in learning more about the 

diagnosis and how to better accommodate students with ASD.  

Motivated to learn about ASD. Blair feels that her role, as a teacher, is “figuring it [i.e., 

the diagnosis] out…and there was not a ton for me [i.e., information and resources], I mean there 

was really old stuff” (P1, p. 56, lines 1122-1125). She said, “It was kind of me going off on my 

own to figure out what it was [i.e., Asperger’s], and the parents kind of giving us information but 

there wasn’t anything coming from the boards at that time or from the ministry really, or if it 

was, it wasn’t coming down to the teachers” (P1, p. 2, lines 36-38). Accordingly, she took it 

upon herself to seek out information that would help her in better accommodating students with 

ASD. She said, “I just started looking things up and trying to figure it [i.e., the diagnosis] out and 

going to the library and looking online” (P1, p. 56, lines 1123-1124). Within a year, the school 

board she was teaching for “set up a committee” (P1, p. 3, line 41) for the teachers in the district 

to join. She said,  

we had a group that came together because we were all curious [about the diagnosis] and 

then we would go into a couple classrooms and see kids on the spectrum…I just sort of 
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started to watch and observe…but yeah I just remember thinking what is this, I don’t 

understand this and how am I going to figure it out, but I just did what I always did and 

anytime I ever wondered about something, I just researched (P1, p. 56, lines 1126-1133).  

Blair recognizes that although she is motivated to go out and look for resources, this may not 

always be the case for all teachers because “everybody works differently…and I just always have 

to be aware of that” (P1, p. 66, lines 1345-1346).  

 Blair’s concern is that, “there are going to be teacher’s that want you just to hand them 

everything, hand them all the information, or [they may want you to not] give them anything 

written, [only verbal] because they don’t want to have to read it” (P1, p. 56, lines 1134-1137). 

She explained that while in her position as a resource teacher, “I would have teacher’s say just 

give me the program, and I’m like but there is no program. This is about a kid. So, it’s, we just 

have to figure out, ok give me what you’re doing as your lesson and let me show you how you 

can tweak this for this kid” (P1, p. 56-57, lines 1137-1140). When it comes down to it, “there are 

going to be teachers that want everything handed to them and then there are going to be teachers 

that say, no just tell me where I need to look and I’m happy to do it, I’m happy to figure it out” 

(P1, p. 57, lines 1142-1144). Adjustments to pre-made resources and packages will almost 

always have to be tweaked, as each individual student has different needs.  

 Make time to support students with ASD. Blair mentioned that one of the challenges 

she struggled with in terms of supporting students with ASD was teachers’ unwillingness to 

spend a little extra time to tweak lessons or create organizational tools and resources. She said,  

I don’t like to hear time as a factor. That bugs me when people say, “I just don’t have 

time, I don’t have enough time.” I get that everybody has that issue…but when I come 

across somebody that…expects [teaching] to be a 9 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. [job], or whatever 
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your hours are…it would baffle me…you can’t expect it to be that (P1, p. 66, lines 1334-

1340).  

She said that maybe she has “a different way of thinking” (P1, p. 66, lines 1342) and that if 

teachers would not like to stay and work off hours, she suggested, “stay ten minutes later, or do 

this on your prep, or I don’t know eat your lunch and do it at the same time. I have to be careful 

not to say, okay, but you’re telling me you need to do more, and you want to do more, but you’re 

not willing to do it” (P1, p. 66, lines 1340-1350). Even a little extra time spent each day on 

gathering resources or tweaking lesson plans can go a long way and improve a child’s 

educational experience.  

Avoid Mismatch of Student and Teacher 

 Blair discussed how important it is for teachers to build relationships with their students 

and to make a point of getting to know what helps and what hinders their students in the 

classroom. She explained that her view of unsuccessful education for students with ASD in the 

classroom “is when you have a complete mismatch of student and teacher” (P1, p. 13, lines 266-

267). She believes that one of the signs of a good teacher, is one who is flexible and willing to 

adapt or tweak their classroom routine/instruction to aid in the learning experience for a student 

with ASD so that it may increase their productivity, and ultimately their future successes. Blair 

thinks that it is problematic when a teacher is seemingly unwilling to adapt their classroom 

routine/instruction to fit the needs of their students, and one who for instance says “nope he’s 

going to do what I want him to do and that’s that” (P1, p.13, lines 267-268). She believes that,  

you have to have flexibility with kids on the spectrum and just a willingness to be open to 

the fact that this kid just learns differently, and just be willing to learn about ASD 

whether through your own board or through reading your own stuff, like you just have to 
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understand. I think if you get that mismatch where it’s just going to be a power struggle 

all the time then the teacher is obviously going to be upset, and the kid is definitely going 

to be upset (P1, p. 14, lines 268-273).  

Blair pointed out that if a teacher says, “I’m just here [to teach] the academics [i.e., the 

curriculum] and I’m not going to worry about the social [skills], then I think that is unsuccessful 

education for the student” (P1, p. 14, lines 275-277). She argues,  

I think we have to be looking at the whole student not just okay what are we doing right 

now in our writing class. It has got to be sort of pushing yourself always as the teacher to 

sort of learn along with the child. I think sometimes our kids on the spectrum know 

exactly what they need and what would make their lives a bit easier—It’s how do you get 

them to be able to say it to you, how can you get that communication going because if the 

student can tell you, why wouldn’t you try it? A lot of times in my experience anyways 

they have known what would actually make their lives a little bit easier, and some of it is 

not practical in schools I’m sure, but a lot of it is (P1, p. 14, lines 277-285).  

Blair stated that teachers cannot always assume that kids on the spectrum are going to act in the 

same manner and require the same accommodations as typically developing peers. However, 

sometimes teachers may  

forget right, like you just think okay wait a minute I forgot that this kid is so avoidant that 

he is going to move out of the way when getting in line, and can’t get in line because 

they’re so terrified that they’re going to be touched—but then it looks like he is doing it 

on purpose, or if somebody accidentally bumps into him and he freaks out then the kid 

with autism is the one that’s getting in trouble (P1, p. 15, lines 291-296).  
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Blair stressed that teachers should be flexible and have the ability to think on their feet. 

Branching off from the example Blair has given, “if we know he’s really touch avoidant, why not 

let him go ahead or let him wait till everybody is lined up and then he lines up” (P1, p. 15, lines 

296-297). She said, “there are so many different ways that you can go at things but thinking, 

okay, this is how a neurotypical kid would do it, you cannot always assume that our kid on the 

spectrum is going to do the same” (P1, p. 15, lines 297-300). Blair believes that a proactive and 

flexible teacher will be more effective in giving students with ASD the accommodations they 

require to be successful in their learning.  

School/Classroom Environment 

Inclusive Classrooms vs Special Education Classrooms  

 Blair has worked as a resource teacher, as a Special Education consultant, and as a 

classroom teacher for many years; her experience in different areas of the education system has 

given her insight into the discussion of whether inclusive classrooms or special education 

classrooms are better suited for students with ASD. Blair stated, “I can see the benefits to 

inclusion, but I can also see the benefits to letting kids have a space” (P1, p. 9, lines 170-171). 

She explained her thinking:  

If we look at what we know about autism and all the pieces around social challenges–in 

school you need to have social competence, you just, you do. Sometimes I think, [after] 

getting to know so many kids on the spectrum, that sometimes we think that they must 

want to be social, they must want to have friends. But some of our kids, they didn’t. They 

were very comfortable in their own skin and with saying you know what I like to be on 

my computer all the time, I like to read, I like the quiet, I like to walk around the yard and 
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not have somebody tell me I have to play with that kid over there (P1, p. 9, lines 172-

179).  

She said, “sometimes I think we force it [i.e., social interaction] on [students with ASD]. I think 

inclusion is great to have kids together but if there is a point where a student says, I want 

something different, I think it should be okay for them to want those things (P1, p. 9, lines 179-

181).  

 No more segregated classrooms. Unlike in previous years,  

we don’t have many classes where they’re completely segregated anymore. I am sure 

there are some fully contained special education classes, but I think that most board have 

gotten away from that…there may be half-time programs but there’s still an integration 

where they go into the main classroom. So, I guess integration is different from inclusion, 

so you’ve got to look at those two as well (P1, p. 9, lines 181-187).  

Blair argues that inclusion may mean something different to everyone, and it really depends on 

how a person views inclusion, and more importantly, how a child views inclusion. Again, Blair 

stated that she believes  

it comes down to [looking at the] child first. So, “what is best for the child?” Inclusion 

can mean coming in and being fully included for, you know, language, if that’s what they 

love, but then have the permission to be able to head out to a different 

program…something that works on the skills that they really want to work on and need to 

work on. I go back and forth because I think it is so dependent on the child. I would never 

say, blanket statement, every kid on the spectrum needs to be in a special education class 

(P1, p. 9-10, lines 188-194).  
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Blair reported that “there are some programs [i.e., half-time programs] where it is an ASD class 

in the morning. So, you would have maybe eight kids, and then they would go off in their regular 

classroom for the afternoon or something. There are programs that still do that, but I would love 

to know the data on whether it is successful or not. Where do [the students] prefer to be? (P1, p. 

10, lines 196-200). 

Safe/Accepting Learning Environment – Educate Typically Developing peers about ASD 

 Blair strives to create a learning space within her classroom where students feel both safe 

and accepted. She reports that one of the biggest things to remember when looking at a full class 

of students is that “we have kids in the classroom who are on the spectrum and then kids that are 

not” (P1, p. 37, lines 756). It is common that the children who are not on the spectrum “don’t 

always understand [why there are students in the classroom who require accommodations] (P1, 

p. 37, lines 757). Blair said her first step in educating typically developing peers on the diagnosis 

of ASD is to  

talk to parents and say “hey are you okay with, you know, we’re doing all these different 

things for your child and the other kids are trying to understand, are you okay if we talk a 

little bit about autism? And you can come and be a part of that conversation or you could 

let us do it”—and then we would always make sure that the child on the spectrum was 

out of the classroom for that (P1, p. 37, lines 758-762).  

As students without ASD, or without exceptionalities may not understand what other students’ 

experiences are, Blair thinks it is important to educate them on the topic as they are bound to 

have classmates with exceptionalities throughout their years of schooling, who have 

exceptionalities. She does not believe that using the label of autism is helpful when talking about 

a student with ASD, because “it gets messy, and then the word goes into their head and they start 
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thinking that they are different” (P1, p. 40, lines 805-806). She prefers framing it as, this is a 

student who “learns differently” (P1, p. 38, line 803).  

Blair takes age and grade level into consideration when providing her students with 

knowledge on the diagnosis. For instance, she reported, “we might use some books if they are 

younger. There are some great books about kids on the spectrum and Ian’s Walk is a nice one. 

Depending on the age you give them what they can handle, you talk to them in the language they 

can handle (P1, p. 38, lines 765-768). Blair noticed that by talking openly about the diagnosis 

and how students with ASD experience learning in the classroom,  

we would just see a big difference in the way the kids would relate. Then we would be 

able to talk about the child’s strength, like, “hey did you know that that kid can build 

something in Lego in like a minute flat?” And he’s like “no way!” “Yep, absolutely!” So, 

then all of a sudden there is something pretty cool about that kid, so then it’s funny how 

instead of “hey why do you always have the Lego? Why do you always get it?” they start 

to look at things a little differently (P1, p. 38, lines 769-774). 

Children understand a lot more than they are given credit for, and when they are given an 

explanation for why someone requires a certain learning tool, they are known to be quite 

empathetic and understanding.  

 Provide knowledge about ASD in a way that minimizes the chance of bullying. Blair 

recognizes that there is a downside to letting the non-ASD students in the classroom know about 

a particular student with ASD. She said that sometimes it may backfire and result in teasing and 

bullying “because then they would know how to push their buttons” (P1, p. 38, lines 781-82).  

However, there are some preventative steps she takes in hopes of minimizing the chance of 

bullying and/or teasing. She said,  
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you have to be careful when you have those conversations that you don’t give all those 

nitty gritty details. I would always frame it as, hey they learn differently—"so I have 

glasses on, and if you take my glasses away from me I’m really not going to be able to 

see the board and that is going to affect my learning” (P1, p. 39, lines 784-787). 

This usually leads into a discussion about their own learning needs, for instance, “all of a sudden 

[one student] would say well yeah I don’t hear very well so that’s why we have this speaker 

here” (P1, p. 39, lines 788-789) and then another student would chime in.  

 If you explain things to children in a simple manner, they are able to understand the 

reasoning behind someone’s behaviour. Blair recalled an example that she gave to her students. 

She told her students,  

“well you know if you get too close to Timmy sometimes he might yell in your 

face”….”Well that’s because he doesn’t really like to be touched so much. If I come up 

and grab you, would you like that?” Most kids will say “noooo.” “So, same thing for him, 

but it’s just if you get a little bit too close it feels like you’re grabbing,” [and the students 

say] “oh okay” (P1, p. 39, lines 792-796).  

Although you have explained it to the students in a way that hopefully prevents bullying or 

teasing from happening, “you’re always going to get those kids that will walk by and poke the 

student because they know that bugs him, so then you deal with that kid. But most kids don’t, 

they want to be helpful” (P1, p. 39, lines 796-799).  

Special Education Additional Qualification (AQ) Course Should be Mandatory 

 Blair recognized that more and more teachers are now incorporating inclusionary 

strategies in classrooms as a result of “the ministry putting out policies [i.e., PPM 140] 

specifically around autism, which we hadn’t seen before. We hadn’t seen policies come out 
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directed at a certain profile or exceptionality…it really kind of came about because of grassroot 

parent organizations” (P1, p. 49, lines 980-984). She said,  

I think because of that push where the Ministry started saying here is a policy and you 

teachers have to be following this, the boards then had to try to get out the policies and 

implementation, and it was a mess for a whole lot of years, but I think we’re actually in a 

better place because I think teachers now actually know more about autism because they 

have to, it was mandated that they learn about (P1, p. 49, lines 985-990).  

What frustrates Blair however is that “there will always be teachers that just know how to 

research, and they know where to look, and then you’re always going to have the group that is 

going to do whatever somebody hands them and that’s all they are going to know about–that is 

the group that you have to worry about” (P1, p. 49, lines 990-994).  

 Blair strongly believes that a course in Special Education for pre-service teachers “should 

not be a choice…it should be mandatory, but we know coming out of teacher’s college that [it is 

not mandatory]. When I was in teacher’s college, there was only three hours of Special 

Education instruction, if you wanted it” (P1, p. 50, lines 1009-1013). The reason she strongly 

believes that a course in Special Education should be mandatory for all teachers is because not 

every teacher will receive training outside of teacher’s college once they begin teaching for a 

board. Blair stated that,  

most boards across the province [i.e., Ontario] should have done training, and should 

have offered workshops. The boards linked up with the Geneva Centre in Toronto [had 

the opportunity to access] a lot of training, and workshops, but not every teacher got 

there. It is going to be those teachers that did not get [training], those are the ones that 

you need to worry about (P1, p. 50, lines 997-1000).  
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Blair see’s the positives in making the Special Education AQ course mandatory for all pre-

service teachers. She said that “when it comes to teaching students with ASD or with learning 

disabilities in general…there are a lot of very specific things…it’s a whole other area that you 

have to be knowledgeable in to be able to teach our kids with learning disabilities” (P1, p. 51, 

lines 1019-1022).  

 To try to remedy the limited knowledge and inaccessibility of information and resources 

on teaching students with ASD, Blair said that her board, in particular,   

wanted to help as many teachers as possible. We did full staff training…and we provided 

funding so that they could all [attend]. We tended to split the staff and do it in halves so 

that they all get supply teachers that day and they come in and we do it with them…so 

that we would know that this whole staff, this one right here, they know where to get 

resources. We’ve left material, we’ve talked, we’ve been in their classrooms, we’ve 

modelled, we have done all that sort of thing, so we would not expect any of those 

teachers to say, “I don’t know what that is.” And we would build those connections so 

that they could reach out, [and say] “hey I’m really struggling right now, I don’t know 

where to access something”–but that was the difference, they would actually reach out 

(P1, p. 51-52, lines 1026-1040).  

Alternatively, Blair found that teachers who did not currently have students with ASD in their 

classes “did not think that they needed to know anything [about ASD]. But we would say, you 

are going to get a kid, there will absolutely be a child that will come to you on the spectrum and 

you are going to need to know, so let’s set you up [with training] anyways” (P1, p. 1042-1044). 

Having knowledge and information about the tools and practices that may be used to improve the 
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educational experience of students with ASD may be an asset in creating a healthy school and 

classroom environment for administrators, educators, and students.  

 Barriers to teacher knowledge. Blair mentioned that one of the major barriers to teacher 

knowledge is “relationships” (P1, p. 53, line 1062). She found that oftentimes teachers do not 

“feel comfortable enough to ask somebody for help, whether it was a colleague in their school, 

somebody at the board, somebody in the community, or parents” (P1, p. 53, lines 1062-1064) 

because they felt that they would be judged by others for not knowing everything about ASD. 

Blair argued that teachers, and especially new teachers, should not feel this way because teaching 

students with exceptionalities “is a whole new learning curve” (P1, p. 53, lines 1059). She said, 

“how can you know everything? You can’t know everything” (P1, p. 52, lines 1054-1055).  

 During our interview I asked Blair where she thinks that teachers should start to look 

when they are actively engaged in seeking out help to accommodate the students with ASD in 

their classrooms. She responded, 

I would say teachers should start in school. If I am going to pretend that I know nothing 

about ASD, logically I should go to my resource teacher first and say hey do you have 

readings or anything I can do. If they don’t know anything about autism, then they should 

be able to point you to a person at the board office that holds that portfolio that can help–

it is about figuring out, okay, who are my people that I can talk to, are there trainings 

coming up, because there are always trainings. There are community partners that you 

can check in with and they have workshops, there are lots of free online workshops 

through the Geneva Centre and they are a leader in Ontario for that (P1, p. 54, lines 1071-

1082).  
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Blair said that the bottom line is that “if you are actively looking for information, it shouldn’t be 

too difficult to find someone who knows something” (P1, p. 54, lines 1095-1096).  

Decision Makers and Policy Makers Make Decisions Without Coming into Classrooms 

 Blair has worked hard to form relationships with her students and get to know the 

diagnosis of ASD in order to better accommodate students with ASD in the classroom. With this 

in mind, she feels strongly about policies being passed down from the board level by policy 

makers who are not “seeing the classroom live” (P1, p. 59, line 1193). Blair acknowledges that 

“most of our folks at the board office, like the superintendents, they have all been teachers (P1, 

p. 60, lines 1010-1211), but she argues that “things change” (P1, p. 60, lines 1211-1212).  

It is important to realize that the school and classroom environment is ever-changing and 

that administrators should remain current and up to date on what happens in schools by visiting 

classrooms more often. She stated that “one of the things that frustrates me is that people, 

decision makers and policy makers, often make decisions and policies without coming in [to 

classrooms] and seeing, and living it, and being a part of it” (P1, p. 59, lines 1182-1184). Blair 

said that,  

sometimes when decisions are getting made at board level or probably even provincial 

level, folks that are coming in and making decisions sometimes have been out of the 

classroom for so long. I think they need to get back in, and they need to see it. How do 

you make a decision about something without actually seeing it live? (P1, p. 59, lines 

1189-1193).  

Blair further solidified her argument against policies being put forth without policy makers 

having come to the classroom by saying,  
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These policies get put into place and teachers are told okay you should do this because 

this is really helpful for all your students on the spectrum. And I think, okay, if you 

haven’t been in [the classroom] to see this kid, in this context, in this school, with the 

kids around, and with this particular teacher and this particular routine, then how do you 

say that that’s what I should be doing for my student? How do you tell me that that’s 

what I should be doing when you haven’t seen all the variables? The only variable they 

are taking into consideration is, this is a kid on that spectrum and these are the things that 

typically work for a kid on the spectrum, and so you should be doing it (P1, p. 59-60, 

lines 1198-1205).  

Having been a resource teacher, and then a special education consultant, and now a classroom 

teacher again, Blair has the knowledge of how to better accommodate students with ASD, and so 

oftentimes her classroom is used “almost like a demonstration site, where teachers will come in 

who are trying to model their classroom after ours” (P1, p. 59, lines 1185-1186). As with her 

views on decision makers and policy makers making decisions for classroom practice and 

instruction without first seeing the classroom for themselves first-hand, Blair  

talks to these teachers ahead of time, and they will be trying to make decisions and I will 

say to them don’t make any decisions for your own program until you come in and you 

spend time with us. You have to see it, you have to know what it’s about, and you have to 

understand it (P1, p. 59, lines 1186-1189).  

Similarly, Blair said,  

I would want decision makers to come in and see the reality of the classroom, of a school, 

of the administrators, of the family, of all the personnel and how everybody gets stretched 

in five million different ways, there are so many variables, so I would want them in [the 
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classroom]. Don’t tell me what to do unless you come in and live it for a bit and see it…it 

is about understanding that our reality is not just our kids on the spectrum, our reality is 

that now we have six-year-olds coming in and saying that they want to kill themselves. 

We have so many different things now that if you are going to make a decision that is 

going to impact everybody, then come in and see what you’re deciding on (P1, p. 60, 

lines 1205-1215).  

Blair clarified that when she says that decisions makers should come in to see the classrooms, “it 

doesn’t mean coming in for an hour, it means coming in and hanging out for a few weeks maybe, 

and seeing everything, seeing all the pieces, because how can you make a decision that’s going 

to impact everybody if you don’t have all the pieces” (P1, p. 60, lines 1216-1220).  

Wish List 

 Blair had a number of things to wish for when thinking about resources that she currently 

does not have access to that would help support teachers in their work with students with ASD. 

The first thing she wished for was “human resources” (P1, p. 57, line 1153) so that schools may 

“have as many people available to support whatever programs we put in place for the student” 

(P1, p. 57, lines 1153-1154). Her second wish was for a “crystal ball to see, where is this kid 

heading so that we could be far more productive in what we would be doing” (P1, p. 57, lines 

1155-1156. She explained,  

sometimes I think we get so bogged down in the day to day, for instance is this kid going 

to get an edible for a reward [or something else] and everyone gets all up in arms. What I 

would really like to be able to see is where is this kid going to be, I really want to be able 

to plan for that (P1, p. 58, lines 1156-1159).  
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Blair see’s value in teaching student’s skills that will help them in their future. For her third 

wish, Blair would like to see “a breaking down of those barriers between home and school” (P1, 

p. 58, lines 1161-1162). She stated:  

On the one side having teachers not be so worried about parents coming in and saying 

hey this is how my kid learns best, just that sharing back and forth…if there was hostility 

or fear on either side I would want that gone…and for the parents to recognize that there 

are some thing that schools can’t do…I would want parents to be trusting that schools are 

trying to do the best they can with the resources they have (P1, p. 58, lines 1162-1172).  

Blair’s final wish is to “be a fly on the wall” (P1, p. 74, lines 1497), because although  

you can hear a difference in the way teachers talk now and the language that they use so 

you know that the knowledge [surrounding ASD] has grown a bit, but unless we have 

little cameras in every classroom we are not going to know if everything is really being 

implemented. I would want to be a fly on the way and see how decisions get made (P1, p. 

74, lines 1494-1499).  

For argument sake, “I could go in with a bunch of stuff and hand it to a teacher and say you’re 

going to use this, but whether they use it or not, you don’t know, unless there was some kind of 

component to it that they have to complete after” (P1, p. 74, lines 1503-1506). 

Educational Priority/Focus 

Teach the Kid, not the Diagnosis  

Blair’s description of her philosophy on teaching students with ASD captures what is 

most important to her as an educator, and that is, “you teach the kid in front of you…you teach 

the kid not the diagnosis” (P4, p. 6, lines 122-123). She described the views she has on teaching 

students with ASD as:  
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One of her pet peeves because people want labels and they want a diagnosis and they 

want an assessment…and I think at the end of the day there is a kid in front of you and if 

the way I’m teaching that kid is not working for that kid then I have got to change my 

teaching, I just have to change my teaching…So recognizing that the spectrum it is 

exactly what the name is right, it is a spectrum—some of our kids are going to be very 

very mild and need tiny little tweaks just to help them be successful and other kids are 

going to need a lot more intensive kind of interventions (P4, p. 6-7, lines 123-132).  

In any teaching role she takes on, Blair tries her best to “make everything about the child, so it is 

the kid first and then we figure everything else out (i.e., concerning the diagnosis) after” (P4, p. 

7, lines 143-144).  

 Families of students with ASD. Blair also emphasized how important it is to think 

beyond the student, because behind every child “there is a family or a support network” (P1, p. 7, 

line 136). She said,  

sometimes I think we forget them and how stressed they can be and how they feel like 

every time they walk into school it’s a battle. They have to battle for everything for the 

kid, they have to battle for services in the community, and in schools for supports. They 

must always feel like they’re in fight mode (P1, p. 7, lines 137-140).  

She stated that in any role she is in “whether as a teacher or a consultant, the last thing I want is 

for families to feel like they have to come in and fight us. I don’t want that. I try to make 

everything about the child, so it’s kid first and then we figure everything else [surrounding the 

diagnosis] out after” (P1, p. 7, lines 141-144). Blair hopes that “most teachers, with every kid 

that they get in the classroom, on the spectrum or not, would see the kid first, other stuff after 

(P1, p. 8, lines 160-162). A teacher who is able to look at the children in their classroom and 
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make a point to get to know their learning styles and what works for them and what does not 

work for them, may then be able to better accommodate their students. This also means that 

parents may experience some relief from having to come in to schools and advocate for their 

child’s needs.  

 Figure out what works for the child. Blair firmly believes that “you have to know 

something about autism if you are going to teach a kid on the spectrum” (P4, p. 7, lines 144-145) 

and Blair references multiple strategies and resources that she has discovered through her “own 

learning” (P4, p. 2, line 39) as she was “self-taught” (P4, p. 2, line 39). When Blair is trying to 

figure out what strategies to use to best support the students in her classroom she is not worried 

about whether they have a diagnosis or not. She said that there are usually pretty clear signs 

indicating that a child has different learning needs when compared to typically developing 

children. She explained,  

if there is a student that you kind of suspect is on the spectrum but there is no diagnosis, 

but you suspect, hey a little quirky here, a little quirky there, I am still going to try the 

same kinds of strategies to figure things out. A student with a diagnosis is already going 

to come where they’ve done a lot of testing, so you already have a lot of information 

about the student, and usually those assessments are pretty thorough (P1, p. 16, lines 312-

317).  

If there are students with diagnoses in the classroom, and students without, or if teachers have 

had students with a diagnosis of ASD in the past, it may be beneficial to work off of what is 

known about the common areas of concern that they experience in the classroom and work from 

the suggested strategies to find a strategy that works for maybe a student who is undiagnosed. 
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Blair reported that she uses diagnosis assessments to figure out what supports her students’ 

needs, for example, 

You can go through and know, okay, this is a kid that is very visual so as a teacher I am 

not just going to come at them and make them listen to me all the time. I am going to 

make sure that I have got those teaching tools that are really going to help that student as 

a learner (P1, p. 16, lines 317-320).  

As she observes her students, her goal is “finding out as much as I can about the child so that I 

can be proactive and say hey you know if this is a kid that needs a visual timer, needs a visual 

schedule, great, I’m going to have that. Why would I not do that” (P1, p. 16, lines 322-324). 

 Although Blair focussed mostly on her positive experiences with finding ways to make 

the classroom more inclusive for students with ASD by individualizing accommodations, she did 

express one concern which she felt was important to mention—all educators do not feel as 

though it is important to individualize instruction for all students in the class, and especially 

those with ASD and/or other exceptionalities. She said, “I have come across teachers that have 

said ‘no, I am not doing anything individualized, I’m just not.’” (P1, p. 16, lines 324-326). She 

explained that in her role as a consultant,  

whenever this kind of happened, right away I would say “okay let’s make another date 

where we can schedule something for me to come in”, and right away they pull out their 

phone or they pull out their calendar, and I’m like, “no, no, no, no, don’t put it in a visual 

calendar,” and they are like, “oh,” and I’m like, “that’s why it is important” and yeah I go 

a little passive aggressive but I’m like that’s why it’s so important. Think of how many 

things we do on a day-to-day basis [that requires that use of visuals] (P1, p. 17, lines 329-

334).  
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She said that accommodating a student does not have to be an all-consuming task, it is just about 

taking a little extra time to “figure out what works for the kid and try it and it doesn’t mean 

trying everything at once because that can be overwhelming for everybody. But just putting 

those basic little things in place and if you don’t know what works then just keep trying little by 

little” (P1, p. 17, lines 335-338).   

Successful Education (Mental Health and Looking Ahead to Future Needs)  

 During our interview, Blair mentioned that when thinking of successful education for 

students with ASD, “I think of the mental health piece. I think of obviously the academic piece, 

because traditionally kids are at school to learn…we have the whole curriculum [to cover]” (P1, 

p. 12, 231-235). However, she argues, that “there is so much more now around self-regulation, 

and behavioural, and the social, and the emotional, and the mental health. I think that a student 

who is going to be successful in school is a student who can handle all of that, all those pieces” 

(P1, p. 12, lines 235-237). She said,  

For a student with ASD maybe the academic piece is super easy, maybe they are brilliant 

and can handle the curriculum no problem, but the social, the emotional and all those 

other pieces that actually are woven through the curriculum…maybe teachers need to 

look at where do they need extra support…and for kids with ASD we know that typically 

they struggle socially (P1, p. 12, lines 238-246).  

Blair found that it is helpful to not only focus on the academic goals that need to be met. Social 

skills, for students with ASD especially, are just as important. If students with ASD are behind 

on developing their social skills, they will not be able to handle the academic work either.  
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 Prepare students for the future. Blair suggests that teachers need to always be thinking 

ahead. For instance,  

if it is a primary student, how are they going to do in the Junior grades, how are they 

going to do in the intermediate grades, and then as you get into intermediate you’re 

worrying about high school. You need to ask yourself, what do we need to do to equip 

these kids now that they are going to a school that has a thousand kids. They are very 

protected in elementary, so how do we get them ready for transitioning to community 

(P1, p. 12-13, lines 247-252).  

She believes that it is important to look at “what it is they need now, but also what they are going 

to need a bit later” (P1, p. 13, lines 253-254). It is about working on social skills that are required 

in later grades, because without those necessary social skills, the academic piece of learning will 

be difficult as well. Blair suggests that teachers’ instruction may benefit is they 

start thinking a little bit more beyond just the academic and trying to plow through the 

curriculum—when you know what if we can get this kid to be able to self-regulate and 

understand himself or herself and be able to not get overwhelmed or whatever it is—it’s 

so student specific—that is going to help with the academics. Being settled enough to 

learn, then we can get on with the academics (P1, p. 13, lines 260-264).  

Blair has made it a priority to not be so worried with trying to cover everything that needs to get 

covered in the curriculum. She understands that social skills, and student mental health is just as 

important, and without these skills, a student’s academic success is compromised.  
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Classroom Practices and Strategies 

Visuals  

 The use of visual aids is an instructional technique that Blair spoke about at length. She 

uses visuals in a variety of ways and for multiple purposes in her classroom: as prompters, for 

visual schedules, and as a tool to discover student interests.  

 Visuals as prompters. Blair suggests using visuals as prompters for students of all grade 

levels. She said,  

I could be doing a history lesson on early natives…and whether I’m teaching grade eight 

or grade two…even if they are very competent in reading…having that visual there [i.e., 

a visual representation of what is being talked about] as a prompter, just as a hey this is 

what we are talking about, would help so much (P1, p. 18, lines 353-356).  

However, Blair finds that sometimes students with ASD struggle with “sort of that part to whole, 

whole to part” (P1, p. 18, line 351) concept, and they find it really tough to see the “big picture” 

(P1, p. 18, line 358). Blair believes that it is best to “be careful…with visuals because they get so 

fixated on one little detail and they miss the whole big idea of the picture” (P1, p. 18, lines 356-

361). It may oftentimes be necessary to bring ASD students’ attention back to the picture as a 

whole.  

 Blair also likes to use individualized prompters on students’ desks if they require the 

extra support, and the prompters act as little task reminders. Such as,  

a quiet sort of visual...a prompter on their desk that says right now here is what you need 

to be doing. [For instance], a quiet sign…or it could also be just a visual with a shh sign 

[indicating that] right now the teacher is talking so you need to be quiet, it could also be a 
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visual that says put your name on the top or put your pencil down and wait for the 

teacher (P1, p. 18-19, lines 363-369).  

Quiet little reminders on students’ desks help students with behaviour management and 

organization while keeping the teacher from having to tell students to get back on track in front 

of their peers.  

Visual schedules. When Blair thinks of classroom management strategies she is thinking 

about how to maximize student organization and transitioning between and within subjects or 

tasks. She believes that visual schedules help all students to stay on task, especially those with 

autism. Blair states that “every single classroom should have a visual schedule up for every kid 

and it should not be something hidden behind a door because every kid wants to know what they 

are supposed to do” (P1, p. 19, lines 376-378). However, “there are kids on the spectrum that 

need something a little more individualized, so it could just be something tiny on their desk” (P1, 

p. 19, lines 379-380). Blair gave an example of a visual schedule that is more individualized for a 

student with ASD:  

I have had kids where the schedule for the whole class is very general, it might just say 

language, but then for my student on the spectrum language is too broad. Language could 

be anything, it could mean the teacher is reading, it could mean [the student is] reading, it 

could mean [any number of things]. So then I may, on the students desk, or in a booklet, 

or however it works best for that student—it might say language, first task writing, and 

then it might have a breakdown. For our younger guys it might be a picture of somebody 

writing or it might even be a picture [of the student]. Some kids respond well to clip art, 

other kids need actual pictures of real people. So, visuals can look different that way (P1, 

p. 19-20, lines 383-391).  
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 Visuals as a tool to discover student interests. Blair also uses visuals as a way of 

discovering the interests of the students in her classroom. For example, Blair reports that:  

A visual can be something they do at the end of the day that goes home, like a 

communication book—because our kids on the spectrum are notorious for not being able 

to say what they did in school all day. I would set up lots of those where it would be, you 

know, circle the three things that you did that you loved today, so then we can find out 

kind of what they are interested in (P1, p. 20, lines 391-395).  

She also tried her best to bring in physical representations of the things that she talked about in 

class “to make the experience real for them, tangible, so that they could learn through hands on 

stuff…so there could be more visuals but then have sensory as well” (P1, p. 20, lines 398-401). 

For example, “If I am talking about stuffed animals or coffee, I might bring in a coffee cup” (P1, 

p. 20, lines 396-397). This way students were also able to interact with the tangible objects they 

have an interest in and learn more about the objects, and how the object is used, and what the 

object is used for.  

Scaffolding – Chaining  

 Blair has found that a scaffolding technique called chaining is the best way to teach 

students with ASD new tasks and helps in making students more comfortable with learning a 

new task and learning new ways of completing a task. Chaining is used to “break down” (P1, p. 

20, line 388) a task and “sort of [teach] one step at a time and then repeat, review, practice and 

build” (P1, p. 20, lines 402-403). Blair recalled an instance of what she calls “forward chaining” 

(P1, p. 20, lines 404-405) when thinking about teaching something such as “putting on a 

snowsuit” (P1, p. 20, line 405) during winter, to Kindergarten-aged students. She states:  
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All Kindergarteners need help, and our kids on the spectrum sometimes get order mixed 

up, so chaining literally just sequences stuff. So, for a little one…who may be able to get 

most of the steps, but they are missing one, it messes up the whole process for them. So, 

forward chaining would just be “okay what do you put on first?” “Snow pants.” So, the 

child would put her snow pants on and then I would do the rest. “Okay, we’ve got snow 

pants now, beautiful.” Then she would do snow pants by herself and then coat if that’s 

the next step, whatever the sequence is, and then I would do the rest. Then I would help 

with the gloves, the hat, the boots, everything else, and then you just keep chaining. You 

keep building on the chain until they can do the whole thing (P1, p. 21, lines 406-416).  

Blair understands that the method of using chaining “may take six months, it may take the whole 

winter, or it could go depending on the kid” (P1, p. 21, lines 416-417). She does not like to focus 

on how long it may take for any particular student to learn the new task at hand by using the 

chaining technique. She stands by chaining as an effective strategy regardless of the length of 

time involved “because there are so many things that have different steps that we do not realize 

we take for granted…getting dressed is a big one…but pretty much any task we do has a lot of 

steps and some of them have to be done in order” (P1, p. 21, lines 422-423). Chaining teaches 

children how to tackle everyday tasks by breaking down hard seemingly daunting tasks down 

into smaller more manageable chunks.  

Avoid Generalizations when Teaching Social Skills 

 Blair recognizes that teaching social skills to students with ASD is important “because 

that [will be a requirement for every] kid with autism probably, it is on their Individual 

Education Plan (IEP), something around social [skills]” (P1, p. 22, lines 450-451). However, 

Blair finds it problematic to teach students with ASD social skills, but not give them the 
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opportunity to practice the social skills that have been taught in everyday life settings. She 

believes that it is important to avoid using generalizations when teaching students with ASD 

social skills. Blair noticed that educators, herself included, sometimes use generalizations when 

teaching students with ASD social skills without realizing. Blair explained what she means by 

making generalizations by saying:  

We [i.e., teachers] will often put a picture in front of a kid on the spectrum and say, what 

are they doing? They are smiling, so they are happy. So, every single picture and every 

person that [the student notices] smiling, they will think that person is happy, but that is 

not always true. A smile could mean five million different things; it can mean somebody 

is being sneaky, it can mean somebody is smiling because they are glad that somebody 

else just got in trouble, it could mean that you are getting paid because you are a flight 

attendant and you have to smile because of customer service (P1, p. 22-23, lines 453-

459).  

Blair argues that teachers are told to teach students 

emotions and teach them social [skills] by just showing pictures, but pictures I do not 

think are always realistic. With the generalization we think yeah they have gotten it when 

we did this lesson with them [on what emotions look like in pictures], but then when you 

put them out on a playground they cannot figure out anything because they think well I 

looked at a picture and that person is smiling and so they are supposed to be happy, but 

they are not actually happy. Or crying, the same thing. We teach them oh they are so sad, 

but what if you just won an Olympic medal, you are not sad you are happy (P1, p. 23, 

lines 460-466).  

Blair thinks that the idea of only teaching students to generalize emotions based on pictures  
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is so confusing for them. We only give them happy, angry, sad, mad. You give them the 

basics, but then it is all those little ones that are so confusing, the frustration and the 

disappointment, and we do not touch on those. How do you label for them and say you 

know what I don’t think you are mad I think that you are frustrated, [when] they do not 

know what that means [or what that looks like]? There is no face for that (P1, p. 23, lines 

466-471).  

She recognizes that “trying to help them really understand the many layers” (P1, p. 20, line 747) 

of emotions is difficult. She strategized by taking her students with ASD out to the playground 

during recess. She said,  

you have got all these kids that are right there for you and I would say “oh hey look at 

that kid over there,” there might be two kids and I have no idea what they are talking 

about, but I would watch their faces and I would try to tune the kid that I am working 

with into their faces…I would say “look at those two kids over there,” and you know a 

student may look sort of down and I would say “okay now look up at their faces right 

now, they cannot see us, they cannot hear us, let’s just look at them and see what they are 

doing, what do you think they are doing?” I would do a lot of commentary and say “wow 

well she is smiling but he is not so do you think that she is being mean to him right now.” 

We would just make up stuff. I would have no idea what they were doing but it would 

just be trying to get that sort of real life, these are real people in front of you and not 

pictures, so let’s figure it out—[Alternatively,] I could say “look at his hand it is kind of 

clenched, when do you usually clench your hand?” And he may say “oh he is going to hit 

her,” and I would say “well maybe he is going to hit her, or maybe he is just nervous 
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right now and sometimes [when people are nervous they may clench their fists]” (P1, p. 

24, lines 476-495).  

By using everyday life situations and real people as models, Blair noticed that it helps in giving 

educators “insight into that kid’s head, sort of how they view emotions and shows if they are 

even looking at faces” (P1, p. 24, lines 490-492). Blair believes that being able to distinguish 

between emotions in certain situations is central to ASD students understanding of their social 

surroundings.  

 Context is crucial. Blair has found that when teaching social skills to students with ASD, 

making generalizations between and across contexts is crucial. She states, “context is so crucial, 

and I think for kids on the spectrum we do not teach context enough” (P1, p. 25, lines 499-500). 

She explained her reasoning:  

If I take a student into a high school and they go into the cafeteria and the context is the 

cafeteria—"well what generally happens in a cafeteria?” They need to know what 

generally happens. Just like if you were in a restaurant, you know that if you go into a 

fast food place, okay yeah, I go up and I order. But, if you do not understand a fast food 

restaurant you may stand there and wait for someone to come to you and ask you [if you 

would like to be seated and what you would like to order] (P1, p. 25, lines 503-507).  

Blair explained her thought process: “school is just another context and it is about trying to help 

students understand that” (P1, p. 25, line 508). She believes that it is important that students can 

make generalizations using the social skills they are being taught and transfer these skills 

between and within different contexts such as the “classroom, playground, community, and 

home” (P1, p. 25, lines 509-510). For instance, as with the restaurant example given above. The 

goal is to take “one skill whether it is a social skill, academic skill, anything—how do we get it 
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so that they can use it across all environments so that it is not just [limited] to one [environment] 

(P1, p. 25, lines 510-511). For instance, “at school they write, but when they go to the library 

they may have to fill out something there and they need to be able to write there too, [and they 

may also need to do] writing in different environments (P1, p. 25, lines 512-514). Blair believes 

in teaching students with ASD social/academic skills that can be applied in a variety of contexts 

and are not limited to the classroom, and that may benefit them in their day-to-day lives.  

Reward Systems 

Blair likes to use reward systems as a way of encouraging students to meet their goals. She said,  

reward systems get used a lot for our kids on the spectrum and it works 

beautifully…some kids really work well for rewards…they respond really well to 

tangibles—it could be food, it could be stickers…it could be time just to talk about their 

favourite superhero, it could be anything (P1, p. 26, lines 526-532).  

She suggests looking into “what motivates that kid and it is so different you cannot ever assume 

that they are going to like certain things, everybody likes different things” (P1, p. 26, lines 538-

539).  

Blair uses what she calls an “interests survey” (P1, p. 26, line 537) as a way of “trying to 

figure out what they like” (P1, p. 27, lines 540-541). As part of her role as a Special Education 

Consultant, she visited classrooms within different schools and guided teachers on how to use 

strategies that she has had success with. One such strategy was the use of a reward system. She 

explained in detail how she uses reward systems: 

I would come with bags of stuff, just random weird stuff, and then I would watch them 

and look to see what they just naturally kept going to…and then I would do a motivation 

kind of assessment where I would put two items in front of them and I would see what 
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they grabbed first within three seconds and I would just check it off, and then I would just 

keep doing that with different things. I might do it over a few days of visiting [the 

classroom] or until I got [a sense] of some things that they keep choosing, [for example] 

this squishy thing or the checkers. [These items are] what you are going to use as part of 

your reward system (P1, p. 27, lines 541-549).  

This strategy requires “part observation and part sort of doing something more formal to figure 

out [what increases student motivation]” (P1, p. 27, line 551). Blair gets her students to identify 

what they are working for, they may say “oh I want to work to play a game of checkers at recess 

with a [friend]. Perfect, all right that is what we are doing. Then next time, what are you working 

for? And they might say not checkers this time I want to read a magazine. So just shaking it up 

all the time” (P1, p. 27, lines 553-556).  

Instructional Strategies Targeted at Minimizing Problem Behaviours (i.e., transitioning, 

aggression, inattention) 

Transitioning 

 Like other participants, Blair attempts to create an environment within her classroom, and 

the classrooms that she visits in her role as a Special Education Consultant that aids in reducing 

the anxiety that students with ASD may experience. She recognizes that “transitioning…when 

they’ve got to go out for recess, [or in] high school if they have to move between classes, can 

cause a lot of anxiety. There are just too many people and too many things happening at once, it 

is too unpredictable” (P1, p. 28, lines 561-565). She finds that “being proactive…and trying to 

make it [i.e., the environment] predictable” (P1, p. 28, lines 565-568) helps to decrease any 

anxiety that students with ASD might feel surrounding making transitions between locations and 

between tasks. She gives an example of a plan of action that has proven successful for her. She 
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suggests that when transitioning between different environments, it may be helpful to have the 

students with ASD   

stay in the classroom while everybody else goes into the hallway and gets their stuff on, 

and they when they are ready, then [the ASD student] is going to go [out into the 

hallway] and get ready to go—or vice versa, [the ASD student] goes out before 

everybody and gets ready and as soon as the bell rings they can head out the door, or they 

can even head out a couple minutes early to avoid the masses (P1, p. 28, lines 566-570).  

 Sensory considerations. Reflecting on her teaching experiences, Blair realized that 

students with ASD not only feel anxious when having to transition between locations or tasks, 

they also struggle with adapting to different sensory stimuli in their environment. She mentioned 

that different sensory stimuli (e.g., noises, lighting) may bother different people and for different 

reasons. She suggests doing “lots of data collection to try to figure out what the triggers are [for 

each individual student] as the triggers are not always predictable…you may not always see 

patterns, but you may find some” (P1, p. 28, lines 577-579). She recalled having one student who 

was  

non-verbal…and couldn’t [voice his discomfort] but…we could read him really well just 

his face and his body language and everything…we knew [when he was uncomfortable] 

because he would make a certain noise and we would be like yep okay were getting it. 

[We found] that when you provide pressure it was something that worked very well with 

him. It might mean that we put something weighted over him and then we do hand 

squeezes…and then finger squeezes just one by one and just really quietly calmly and not 

even talking to him, it would just bring him right down (P1, p. 28, lines 572-581). 
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Blair found that it was important to “figure out what the triggers were for him, and that is why 

we collect so much data, we try to figure that kind of stuff out and then put in some very specific 

strategies for our kids” on the spectrum (P1, p. 28, lines 577-582). 

Aggression  

 Blair views aggression as “a tough one because that is when you get noticed most of all at 

school. If you are going to be really aggressive that is what gets the parents calling” (P1, p. 28-

29, lines 583-585). She states, “if there is ever aggression that would be something that I would 

try to figure out first because I know that puts the kids [with ASD] at risk, and it puts other kids 

at risk, and it might put staff at risk if there is a lot of aggression or items being thrown” (P1, p. 

29, lines 585-588).  

Blair believes that aggression may be minimized by teachers proactively “trying to figure 

out those patterns” (P1, p. 29, line 588) and triggers that are behind the aggressive behaviour. 

Once she has figured out those patterns she then begins to strategize ways in which she can help 

her students cope with their discomfort. Recalling an instance while she was working as a 

Special Education Consultant, Blair talked about one male student in particular who was 

uncomfortable with reading aloud in front of his classmates, she reported:  

I kept going [into the classroom] at different times of the day and I found that the patterns 

were always just before the class was going to read out loud. They would have to go kind 

of in order…so as it would come to him he would have to read. But they all had to do it, 

even the kids that were not on the spectrum, but who struggled with reading you could 

just see their anxiety like oh my god I’m going to have to [read soon], and they were just 

trying to figure out where they would be so that they could practice it ahead (P1, p. 29, 

lines 590-596).  
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Blair noticed that for this one student in particular  

every time the teacher would say “okay pull out your books we are going to start our 

reading and we are going to start here,” and she would start in different parts of the room 

every day…the second she said take out your books that was the cue to this kid and he 

would right away either push something off his desk or he would throw something and 

guess what would happen? He would get kicked out so that he did not have to read! (P1, 

p. 30, lines 607-612).  

Blair believes the boy’s reaction was a “coping protective strategy—so I was able to say to the 

teacher okay did you notice that every single time [you say pull out your books, he reacts 

adversely]” (P1, p. 30, lines 612-614). As a Special Education Consultant her role was not only 

to aid students with ASD in their learning, but to also to help teachers come up with strategies 

that will help in reducing their stress as well. In this particular instance, Blair worked with the 

teacher in question to:  

Troubleshoot…so now we have to figure out, can he read? If he can read, okay, why does 

he have to read out loud? – what ended up happening is that she [i.e., the teacher] 

changed the whole thing. She [i.e., the teacher] said “well if he is feeling that way a lot of 

kids have to feel that way.” and I said “yeah,” I think they do.” So, she changed it, she 

took it right out and then everybody just kind of relaxed (P1, p. 30, lines 618-621).  

Blair realized that the boy knew that  

if he could get kicked out of class he did not have to read, so as soon as we said you do 

not have to read out loud anymore that behaviour stopped—it is always just trying to 

figure out okay what is the behaviour that we are looking at and how we are going to 

replace it, remove it, change it (P1, p. 30, lines 623-627).  



201 

 

 Knowing that this boy was uncomfortable with reading in front of his peers, Blair thought 

that he may also be nervous doing other things in front of people. She explained, “anytime you 

are going to ask him to do something in front of people you may get this reaction. So, maybe do 

not ask him to demonstrate in gym…do not ask him to lead things orally in front of an audience 

because it is too tough” (P1, p. 31, lines 629-634). If there are speeches being done for an 

assignment in class, Blair suggests telling this particular student for instance,  

that we are going to do speeches, but you do not have to read it in front of everybody, 

“it’s okay you and I are just going to do it, you can do it with me, can you do it with me?” 

Do you think you can read it with me? And he said “oh yeah, I can do that with you.” The 

next step might be to try [practicing the speech] with a partner…but we cut those 

behaviours right out (P1, p. 31, lines 639-646).  

Blair says that aggression can be reduced by “trying to figure it out and looking at those patterns 

and what [is causing the aggression or discomfort], and so a lot of the times a majority of my 

instructional strategies would be very specific depending on the situation, and it would not be the 

same for every student” (P1, p. 31, lines 646-649).  

Inattention  

During our interview Blair spoke of two strategies that she found helped with inattention 

in the classroom: social mapping and body breaks.  

Social mapping. Blair said that “a lot of our kids with Asperger’s, because they are so 

intellectual but may have zero social skills and think that they could maybe be the teacher, or 

they get distracted really easily. So, I would a lot of times do some what we would call social 

mapping” (P1, p. 32, lines 654-657). She explained that social mapping focuses on: 



202 

 

Expected behaviours and unexpected behaviours. [For example], when you are sitting, 

and the teacher is talking and teaching something for the first time, what would you 

expect kids to be doing? And [the students] can usually say well, listening. “Okay, so 

what does listening look like?” And you go through all this stuff and okay and “now what 

would be something unexpected?” And they will not give you an answer. So, I say well 

maybe unexpected would be maybe another kid from another class coming in and 

running around in circles, and I said “well what would you do then?” and they would say 

“well that would be weird.” “Yeah, that would be weird.” Then eventually you get it 

down to interrupting the teacher or whatever behaviour you are trying to change (P1, p. 

32, lines 657-665).  

Blair suggests keeping the examples “very literal and very concrete, so they they know when the 

teacher is talking this is what is expected” (P1, p. 32, lines 666-667). Afterwards, working with 

the students and “having them monitor if they can handle their own behaviour…and what they 

are doing” (P1, p. 32, lines 668-669) helps to develop their ability to self-regulate and act 

accordingly in social situations.  

 Body breaks. Blair routinely works body breaks into her daily classroom routine. She 

states that “they are great for all kids. Even in my class now I do not start teaching until about ten 

o’clock. My kids get 45 minutes of free time first thing in the morning—reconnection with us 

[i.e., teacher and educational assistant’s] for physical movement” (P1, p. 32, lines 680-682). She 

believes that for “anything that requires sustained attention of any kind, you move their bodies 

first and if they need to stop in the middle of a task because we need to move again, that is what 

we do because they learn so much better when they can get it all out (P1, p. 33, lines 682-685).  
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However, Blair also mentioned that she “thinks sometimes we [i.e., teachers] do body 

breaks wrong or…backwards, because maybe this kid does not need it” (P1, p. 33, lines 690-

691). Specifically, “scheduled” (P1, p. 34, lines 689) body breaks. She explained her reasoning 

by illuminating an instance she witnessed with one female student:  

I was in a school for my own program and we were observing a student and [a body 

break] was scheduled at 9:10 am, and I am watching her and I am thinking she does not 

need a body break right now she is listening to a story and doing beautifully—now you 

are going to take her out to go here and she is going to miss a chunk of the story, and if I 

were her I would be like now I am going to worry because I am going to miss [most of] 

the story that I am going to have to do work for! (P1, p. 34, lines 692-697).  

Blair said that she understood that the body break was scheduled “because a person [i.e., an 

educational assistant] has to come in to take her out” (P1, p. 34, line 698), but she could tell from 

observing the student that “she did not need it” at that time (P1, p. 34, line 699). She explained: 

I think sometimes we [i.e., teachers] say okay now is your body break so you have to take 

it now—but her body didn’t not need it then but maybe her body needs it in fifteen 

minutes and she should be able to take it then. I get why we do it the way we do it, but I 

do not think it is always helpful for our kids. I think it can actually cause a little bit more 

anxiety (P1, p. 34, lines 698-703).  

In this instance, Blair said that the educational assistant “understood [that she did not need a 

break] because she said well ‘normally I take her out for twenty minutes’, but she said ‘maybe I 

will just take her out for five’…she [i.e., the student] totally was engaged…with the story” (P1, 

p. 35, lines 722-723). Blair and the educational assistant were able to communicate with one 

another to create an optimal situation for the student that did not interfere with her learning.  
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 Blair thinks that it is important to be able to “read the kids and say okay now they need to 

move” (P1, p. 34, lines 706-707). She suggests incorporating “sneaky body breaks” (P1, p. 35, 

line 716) for students throughout the day when it is apparent that they need some movement. 

Meaning, body breaks that students will not necessarily recognize as being a scheduled body 

break. For example, she suggests that teachers:  

Set something up with the office. [You could say] I am going to have this kid bring down 

an envelope, it is going to have nothing in it, but I am going to tell her that I need her to 

walk it down to the office for me because it has to get to the office right away—There is 

her body break and she comes right back. She does not need somebody to go with her for 

that. Or you know, “why don’t you go get a drink right now”…or “hey, can you bring 

this library book [down to the library for me]”…or “hey, were getting ready for art, do 

you think you could put these things around at the tables?”...You have to contrive some 

stuff, so you have it set up for a kid…so that you get that movement (P1, p. 35, lines 707-

714).  

Blair believes that there are “lots of movement opportunities in the classroom” (P1, p. 35, line 

726). For instance, “giving them the option to sit at their desk instead of sitting at the carpet, or if 

they want to stand they can stand, or if there are different types of seating or whatever that they 

can get that movement” (P1, p. 36, lines 727-729). However, Blair mentioned that “the concern 

that she always gets from teachers would be, but if she does it, then everybody is going to want 

to do it. And I am like yep! ‘So, let everybody do it” (P1, p. 36, lines 730-731). To this point, 

Blair argued, 

I get the classroom management part of it, and I have my own classroom, I understand all 

of that, but they will only want to do it for a very short time and then they will realize that 



205 

 

okay this kid needs need it [and I don’t], and then they will forget about it. It might be 

very short-lived that they all want to hold a fidget toy but then they are going to think, 

huh, they don’t get much from it, but this other kid does, and they are very forgiving that 

way. It is exciting for the first bit, and then they forget about it (P1, p. 36, lines 731-737).  

Classroom Practices for ASD Students are Beneficial for non-ASD Students and Teachers  

 Blair believes that classroom strategies and approaches, according to the principles of 

Universal Design for Learning are “necessary for some, good for all. Good for all, necessary for 

some” (P1, p. 42, lines 844-845). She stated, “awesome history of education, right? Doesn’t it 

come from them? (P1, p. 42, lines 845). Blair is quoting Ontario’s “Essential for Some, Good for 

All” initiative (Hargreaves & Braun, 2012) which suggests that strategies used in K-6 classrooms 

are helpful for all students, and especially those with special education needs. Blair said that she 

“would totally agree…because something as simple as a visual schedule helps every single 

kid…I always like to think, okay, I always use visual stuff for myself to get through a day. I 

always write grocery lists…how can that not help all of our kids” (P1, p. 42, lines 846-857).  

 Blair noted that visuals are not only helpful for students with ASD, but for typically 

developing students and teachers as well. Like visuals, she also suggests that transitional 

strategies are beneficial for all students. For example, she reported:  

Lots of kids need a heads up when something is going to end. I think a lot of times we 

say five more minutes, but do they actually have a concept of what five minutes is? 

Maybe not. But they may get used to–when the teacher says five more minutes I know I 

have to wrap it up. They do not necessarily have to know five more minutes is five times 

60 seconds (P1, p. 43, lines 862-866).  
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Blair said that “time timers get used in a lot of classrooms” (P1, p. 43, line 867) to support 

students in transitioning. She gave a few examples of different styles of time timers that help all 

students in better managing their time, and in getting a sense of how long they have to make 

transitions between subjects and activities. She stated,  

A lot of classrooms have smart boards in them. They put time timers up on there, and 

there are some really cool timers. There could be a countdown, so it can be like a sand 

timer. I have a couple that I use where some swimmers are swimming across a swimming 

pool. You can find all sorts of them, [and it helps to] change it up so they can see it in 

different representations (P1, p. 43, lines 870-876).  

Another method of representing time that Blair uses is music. She said, “I will put a song on and 

I am like okay everybody knows this song, so when it ends then we are done” (P1, p. 44, lines 

877-878).  

 Organizational tools are another strategy that Blair stands by as being beneficial for all 

learners in the classroom, regardless of exceptionality. Blair described an organizational tool that 

proved successful for her in keeping with the pre-established morning routine of the classroom, 

and that provided added support for the students that required the extra support. She reported,  

Sometimes we will have a strip [i.e., poster, chart paper] for our kids on the spectrum 

[saying] you need to hang your bag or your coat up, you need to put your agenda here, 

you need to get a book, you need to sit down. Why not put that up for everybody? And 

then the kids that need it will use it and the kids that don’t, won’t (P1, p. 44, lines 881-

884).  
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Blair stated, “a lot of our instructional techniques that we use are good for all learners and the 

kids that need them will use them, and the kids that don’t will just move on” (P1, p. 44, lines 

887-889).  

Building on Tangible Resources to Cater to Specific Needs  

 Blair has found that there is a multitude of tangible resources available for teachers. She 

reported:   

If I think actual tangible resources versus personnel…tangible things that I could go out 

and buy, there is lots of stuff out there. There are lots of programs, there are lots of books 

and photocopies…if let’s say I was going to teach and I really needed to work on some 

social [skills], I could go out and get a whole social thinking curriculum. Ready to go, 

ready-made, photocopied, activities are there (P1, p. 44-45, lines 893-900).  

While Blair appreciates the resources currently available, she notes that it is not very often that 

teachers can just pick up a ready-made package or curriculum and use it as is. Blair believes that 

all children learn differently and that it is the responsibility of the teacher to tailor their 

instruction to fit the needs of each individual student so that they may be successful in their 

learning. Blair said,  

I stepped away from buying pre-packaged things long ago because I found that yeah it 

has got some good ideas, but it is not exactly what I need for my kid because it’s again 

about being very specific and tailored to that student. What I found I would do is I would 

get some ideas but, in the end, I would end up making most of my own resources, so that 

it was very tailored (P1, p. 45, lines 905-909).  

For example,  
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I may get an idea from a book on being part of a small group, [and] working in a small 

group and think that, yeah, that’s a good idea, but I would always individualize it. If I 

needed to create something it would have to be specific for that child, I couldn’t just 

photocopy something for them (P1, p. 45, lines 909-911).  

She continued with an example of how she has tweaked a ready-made resource in the past to 

cater to the individual needs of a student. For instance:  

If my [student] is really interested in Pokémon, then I need to have Pokémon things on 

whatever I am using, just to get his attention to what I want to get it to. It may even be 

that if I need him to read a passage on something that I know is going to be boring I may 

put a little Pokémon figure at the end of something (P1, p. 45-46, lines 913-917).  

Blair closing remarks were: “I find that a lot of prepackaged stuff is good to give you ideas, but 

you have to tailor it, you just have to” (P1, p. 46, lines 917-918).  

 Differentiating lessons. When Blair plans her lessons and how she might accommodate 

her students, she does not let her students’ different learning needs overwhelm her in her lesson 

planning process. She chooses to view the child and not focus on the diagnosis. In doing so she is 

able to focus on and isolate what the child needs, so that she may tweak an existing lesson plan 

and make the child’s leaning experience more enjoyable. Blair stated,  

how is the kid on the spectrum who needs something different any different from the 

student with a learning disability that you have to put everything on the computer for? 

How is the student on the spectrum different from the kid that is reading two grades 

below? You have to do something different. I think sometimes we get into the, oh this kid 

is on the spectrum, so everything has to be different for them [mindset]. It does not! But 

some things do, just like most kids in your class (P1, p. 47, lines 938-944).  
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Blair finds that often times teachers get caught up in thinking that they have to make entirely 

different lesson plans for their students on the spectrum, and this is not true. She explained that 

just because students on the spectrum may have different learning needs,  

It does not mean you have to do an entire different lesson plan, it’s just, you have to 

differentiate. You have to do that for all your kids. So, if you know that your student can 

read all of this but just needs that extra picture prop on the side, that takes ten seconds, 

just put it there…I would never say to a teacher okay this is a lesson for your class, now 

do a separate lesson for this kid…really look at what you are doing for your whole class 

and how you would have to tweak it and maybe tweak it a bit for your student on the 

spectrum (P1, p. 47, lines 946-955).  

Blair recognizes that teachers may experience some time constraints when it comes to lesson 

planning and organizing accommodations for students. However, she argues that “at some point 

you make [the resource] once, and really, you’ve got it. Sometimes you are going to have to add 

things that you did not think of before but keep it on the computer, so you can just add [to it and 

make changes when necessary] (P1, p. 46, lines 931-933).  

Personnel as a support or resource. When providing accommodations, in some cases, 

Blair turns to others, including the resource room teacher and EA. She said, “in terms of 

personnel as a support or resource that just looks different depending on board, 

depending on school, depending on classroom. It really depends on what the child needs 

and whether the resources are available” (P1, p. 47-48, lines 957-960). She said that often 

times it can be frustrating if you know that, okay, this kid can really benefit from having 

tons of sensory breaks outside of the classroom, but we do not have the people to do it. 

That becomes really frustrating as a teacher because you know that is what the kid needs 
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and would help them to be more successful, but human resources is just not there…or the 

resource teacher, it would be awesome if the resource teacher could be working with this 

kid for a good hour every day and coming into the classroom and taking him out to do 

things but the resource teacher has 50 kids to be supporting” (P1, p. 48, lines 960-967).  

She believes that “those kinds of things can be really frustrating because as a teacher you know 

that it what they need, and you cannot always get that for them” (P1, p. 48, lines 968-669).  

Maximizing the Strengths of Students with ASD 

 Blair mentioned that it is important to her that she give all students in her class, including 

those with exceptionalities, the opportunity to shine and show off their strengths. Blair 

understands that when attempting to maximize on the strengths of students with ASD in her 

classroom, “it comes to knowing your students” (P1, p. 36, lines 742), which is why she makes a 

point of finding out about their interests and their learning styles. For example, “if this kid is a 

phenomenal reader and is okay with reading out loud…and loves being the center of attention, 

then you give the kid that role. If their strength is in sports or playing chess, then maybe they are 

the ones that can give instructions for that” (P1, p. 37, lines 743-747). It is as simple as, “looking 

to see where they shine and giving them that opportunity to shine” (P1, p. 37, lines 747-748). 

The only thing to remember is that although “some of our kids shine in a lot of good ways, and 

they may have a lot of strengths, but they may not want to be out there for everybody…so you 

have to be kind of careful with that because a lot of kids on the spectrum don’t want that 

attention, or don’t seem to want it” (P1, p. 37, lines 748-752). Blair suggests getting a feel for a 

student’s comfort level, and maybe even asking them if there is something they would like to 

share with the class or an activity they would like to lead, but also letting them know that it is 

okay if they do not want to.  
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Appendix H: Participant 2 Profile 

 

Nathaniel Introduction 

 

Nathaniel’s love for working with students with autism stems from factors concerning his 

personal life and his career choices. His teaching career began as an English as a foreign 

language instructor in South Korea. He then spent the next seven years teaching grades K to 

eight, with the majority of his time being spent in grade four and five classrooms. Next, 

Nathaniel spent two years working in a specialized classroom for elementary-aged students with 

ASD. He explained that the classroom was considered specialized as there were only six 

students, four educational assistants, and one teacher.  

Nathaniel has a Bachelor of Arts degree in Humanities, a Bachelor of Education in the 

Primary/Junior Divisions, a Master of Education in curriculum studies, and a PhD in Cognitive 

Studies with a focus on children and youth with special needs and ASD, which he completed 

following his several years of teaching in Primary/Junior classrooms. 

Nathaniel was very candid about sharing his experiences with teaching students who have 

ASD. He mentioned that when he first began his teaching career he “had a lot of anxiety” (P2, p. 

38, line 733) around the thought of working with students with ASD and so he “resisted it for 

many years” (P2, p. 38, line 733). He explained that he was encouraged to take an Additional 

Qualification (AQ) course offered to teachers in Ontario called Special Education Part 1 

“because they said like look every new teacher coming in is going to have it [i.e., Special 

Education Part 1] and if you want to keep your position you have to have it” (P2, p. 5, lines 94-

95). He explained that he initially resisted taking the course because he “felt like the moment you 

get a Special Education Part 1 [qualification], they are going to put you in a special education 

classroom, and that was not what I wanted for my career at all….[which is] funny you know 
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seeing where I am now, this is really all that I do and all that I talk about—kids with special 

education and special education needs” (P2, p. 5-6, lines 96-101).  

One major factor that motivated Nathaniel to conquer his anxiety surrounding working in 

a classroom full of students with ASD was having a family member diagnosed with ASD. He 

explained,  

I had someone in my family who had a diagnosis of ASD and I really got to see first-hand 

how the school worked for her, and also how it didn’t work for her and I became kind of 

generally interested in what schooling looked like for these kids and then eventually the 

opportunity came up for me to move into this classroom (i.e., the specialized classroom) 

and I took it, and it was, whew, not easy and not always fun but it was definitely a huge 

learning experience, it really sort of launched me on this whole trajectory (P2, p. 6, lines 

103-108).  

Nathaniel believes that students with autism should not be included in general education 

classrooms for the sake of inclusion, but rather that “until every classroom is as resourced and as 

trained as these special education classrooms, [that it would be] unethical to [put students with 

ASD] in general education classrooms (P2, p. 3, lines 63-65). Nathaniel explained that he  

worked in a school board with a non-pure inclusion model...and we were pressed with 

kids who were self-injurious and aggressive…but we worked really hard to get them into 

their age appropriate classrooms as often as we possibly could…I was always trying to 

help my students to increase their communication and reduce their anxiety so that they 

could go and join the grade 3 classroom for gym or join their grade 6 classroom for math 

class (P2, p. 5, lines 80-87).  
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His interview underscored the need for necessary supports required to make the classroom a safe 

environment for all students and teachers in which successful education may be achieved.  

Teacher Attitude and Disposition 

 

Nathaniel expressed concern about the benefits of and challenges to inclusive and special 

education supports for students with ASD in elementary classrooms. He mentioned, “I don’t 

even really think we have special education exactly in Canada anymore. I mean, that means 

something. There’s still people who use that as a phrase but it’s almost like a placeholder for all 

the things that we do to help kids out who are [struggling to fit in, in general education 

classrooms]” (P2, p. 9, lines 168-170). Nathaniel’s interview responses indicate that he feels 

there is still a divide in thought between teacher’s who view students with exceptionalities as 

students who ‘cannot’ versus teachers who view of typically developing students, as students 

who ‘can.’  

Education for Students with ASD as a Binary System 

 Nathaniel’s experiences as a classroom teacher have led him to believe that teachers still 

look at the education system for students with exceptionalities, and specifically students with 

ASD, as a binary system. Meaning, a two-part system that is made of two different types of 

learners (i.e., those who ‘can’, and those who ‘cannot’). A focus on diagnosis may in large part 

be the reason for such a restricted view on student ability. Nathaniel argues,  

I know that education is not a binary, we have a whole spectrum of kids who have 

different abilities…but we end up still thinking about kids in a binary – those who can 

and those who cannot….We tend to almost always think about kids with ASD as one of 

those cannot kids. You know, they may not be able to learn math, they may not be able to 

speak, they might not be able to regulate emotion, they may not be able to socialize…I 



214 

 

think that kids with ASD can really thrive in school spaces, but I think that we aren’t 

always set up so that they can be their best person (P2, p. 9, lines 171-180).  

Nathaniel believes that it may be beneficial for teachers to discard the view of education in 

schools as being a binary system. His responses demonstrate that he is of the opinion that 

regardless of diagnosis, all students, whether they have an exceptionality or not, have different 

learning needs, and different capabilities. Teachers who have an open mindset may be an asset to 

schools. If teachers view all students as just that, their students, regardless of diagnosis or 

learning style, their job becomes more egalitarian–what strategies and techniques might I use to 

reach each and every student in my classroom so that they may be successful in their learning.  

Teacher Resiliency 

 Nathaniel admits that working with children with ASD may oftentimes be a challenge for 

teachers, and especially for new teachers. Nathaniel’s interview responses paint a picture of how 

working with children with ASD may be an emotionally draining experience. For early career 

teachers and others without special education certification, it may be a personal and professional 

challenge to support students with ASD in an inclusive setting. His responses indicate that 

although supporting children with ASD is very challenging, having a positive attitude; and being 

aware of the root of a child’s discomfort; and, tackling issues as they arise may make it a little 

easier to overcome the challenge of teaching inclusively. Nathaniel described the extent of the 

daily challenge for teachers, by comparing the responsibility to those experiences by parents of 

children with ASD. Nathaniel said,  

It’s really hard not to get emotionally drained when working with kids with ASD. [When 

you look into] any of the literature around parents of kids with ASD…[you’ll see that] 

there are toxic levels of stress, marriages break down more often, they have chronic 
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illnesses more often, they just have stress levels that are off the charts relative to parents 

of typically developing kids. It’s a pretty common problem. Why is that? Because it’s 

incredibly hard, or it can be incredibly hard to be the parent of a kid with special needs. 

You’re just throwing yourself into this kid’s life. You are often up late at night because 

sometimes a situation happens, sometimes you’ll be dealing with fecal smearing…but 

you can know what fecal smearing is but not really [understand] how [crummy] it is until 

you wake up a 3 o’clock in the morning and your kids been smearing on the bathroom 

wall and then guess what you’re doing from 3:00 a.m. to 8:00 a.m.? You’re throwing 

[him/her] in the bath and then cleaning off the bathroom walls and you’ve got that smell 

in your nose all day…it just bottoms you out. It’s a soul-sucking experience to have to 

clean up the bathroom after fecal smearing and yet some parents do it all the time and 

they deal without complaining. It’s just part of their life–and not all kids are like that 

obviously, but there seems to be all these extra needs that end up sort of getting picked up 

by the parents, especially if those parents are not wealthy…for lower socio-economic 

status families it all comes down to mom and dad (P2, p. 40-41, lines 777-796).  

Just as it is emotionally draining for parents to take care of a child with ASD at home, it 

takes a toll on a teacher to meet the demands of a child with ASD at school. Teachers cannot 

know the child as well as the parents do and thus a lot of their time is spent analyzing a child’s 

behaviour to gain insight on their personality type, their interests, and their learning style so that 

they may be better able to accommodate each child in the classroom. Analyzing each child’s 

behaviour is extraordinarily difficult in a classroom full of diverse children and the demands of 

academic lessons to plan and deliver. Nathaniel explained that he used his description of what 

parents of children with ASD go through at home  
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as a way of explaining why it’s more emotionally exhausting being a teacher of a kid 

with special needs. You get less of that emotional feedback from them, like you know 

some of these kids will never say [for instance] you know Maria you’re the best teacher I 

[have] ever had, you know, you’ve changed my life [and] I’ll always remember you. Like 

that’s the kind of stuff that kid’s will say to teachers all the time because at the age of 4 or 

5 they idolize you, right, so they’re always saying that to you, but [kids with ASD] may 

not ever say that. So, you’re just giving and giving and giving and it’s easy to sort of burn 

out. I would say that burnout is a major challenge for teachers of kids with special needs 

(P2, p. 41, lines 798-806).  

Nathaniel suggested that one way to combat emotional stress that comes with teaching 

students with special needs is to break down issues into smaller chunks and tackle them as they 

come. He explained that when he taught in a specialized classroom of 6 students with ASD, he 

found it helpful to rank issues as they arose and focus on high-risk situations before low-risk 

situations. Nathaniel acknowledged that for a teacher starting out  

the first year is always extremely difficult, and I think that after a while you start to, you 

know, I don’t want to overstate this but it’s almost like being an ER nurse or what I 

imagine being an ER nurse is like. You know, the first night is just the wildest night of 

your life, you’ve got people coming in, you’ve got objects jammed into ribs and broken 

limbs and people weeping and someone who looks like they are going to hack up a lung 

and they have so much mucus and stuff and it’s just wild–but then after months and years 

of being an ER nurse it’s just another Tuesday night, you know what I mean? Yeah this 

person sat on a beer bottle and now they’ve got glass all through their leg muscle, but 

that’s what happens and so you just deal with it. And so, you know as a teacher of kids 
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with special needs it’s almost like that, where over time the bizarre nature of the job just 

becomes commonplace. It’s your new normal (P2, p. 42, lines 807-818).  

 Nathaniel acknowledges that there is a limit to how much teachers should emotionally 

invest in supporting their students with ASD in the classroom. Being too emotionally invested 

may cause a teacher to burn out, and lead to possible health/mental health related issues. It is 

important for teachers to take care of themselves so that they may take care of all of the children 

for whom they are responsible. Nathaniel clarified,  

It’s really easy [for teachers] to be overly emotionally invested, and you know sometimes 

it’s emotionally exhausting even more than physically exhausting to be in a job like this. I 

might seem a bit sociopathic for saying this…but you kind of need to not turn off your 

emotional response but dial it back a bit. You know, like sure this kid has been crying for 

an hour and you’ve done everything you can to help out–a first year teacher may find it 

really emotionally difficult to be around a kid who is sad all the time, and it’s very hard 

to be around sad kids that’s for sure. There’s a saying about parenting that goes a loving 

parent is only as healthy as their sickest child and I think that’s also true about teachers 

in that a good teacher is only as happy as his saddest student. It’s really tough to be 

around kids who are anxiety ridden or emotionally unregulated or who just have a 

miserable time at life because you want them to have fun and you’re doing so much to 

make their lives better…but just being able to sort of function without all that extra 

emotional labour, that worked for me. I know some people just continuously slug through 

the emotional part of it but I couldn’t do that. I would have burned out (P2, p. 42, lines 

819-833).  
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Nathaniel realizes that although there may not be a steady stream of good experiences, 

teaching students with special needs can still be very rewarding. Nathaniel said,  

I guess what I mean to say is that you know I talked a lot about how working with kids 

with special needs may not be as emotionally regular or emotionally satisfying as 

working with kids without those exceptional needs…but there’s a lot of really amazing 

experiences that happen and I wouldn’t have changed anything or given up that time. It’s 

a different kind of experience—there’s a movie called Pulp Fiction that came out a while 

back. There’s a scene in Pulp Fiction when one of the characters has had a drug overdose 

and the persons heart has stopped and so the other person has to put a syringe of 

adrenaline directly into their heart and it’s actually kind of an exciting scene. They get up 

close on the chest and go *krrr* and they have to drive it right through the sternum right 

into the heart and the person goes WOAH! and wakes up because they’ve just had 

adrenaline put right into their heart. So, I use that metaphor to explain [my outlook] 

because I think that working in a general education classroom is a little bit like having a 

drip bag of adrenaline…because every day is cool and interesting and fun and you get 

this feedback and it’s just like this steady stream of like this good experience – and when 

working with kids with special needs you may not get any of that feeling for the longest 

time and the you’re like “OH MY GOODNESS come here, come here, come here, look 

at this, look at this, look at this!” And the person’s like, “what’s he doing?” And I’m like 

“it’s what he’s not doing, he’s not hitting himself and he’s able to manage his emotions 

this is the most beautiful thing,” and you’re crying and stuff and they’re like “get a hold 

of yourself!”–but it’s like having that adrenaline shot right in your heart…and so those 

moments can really sustain you as a teacher (P2, p. 43-44, lines 839-860).  
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School/Classroom Environment 

Expert Support 

 Nathaniel found that having expert support, meaning, having people to turn to for advice 

when you are unsure of what to do in certain situations is extremely beneficial for teachers of 

students with ASD. When talking about supports Nathaniel said,  

I have kind of an unusual experience or at least I think it’s a little bit of an outlier because 

I was working with kids in this sort of specialized classroom. But in that space, I would 

say that the supports and resources that I used that were most useful [was] being able to 

access the occupational therapist and physiotherapist and the speech-language 

pathologist. So, all those extra-specialized team members were really important. I sort of 

saw myself as not necessarily the expert in everything that these kids needed because I 

don’t know the occupational therapist’s job as well as [he/she] does, I don’t know the 

physiotherapists job as well as he or she does—but I can work as the hub, so all these 

resources get coordinated and then implemented in the classroom. So, when the 

occupational therapist says [that he/she] needs to do X number of jumping jacks every 

day to get his physical health and circulation improved, or whatever [his/her] 

recommendation is, then I can make sure that happens in my classroom (P2, p. 28, lines 

554-565). 

Building a working relationship with the occupational therapists, physiotherapists, and other 

teachers in the school means that you have a team of people to whom you may turn. 

Collaborating with other teachers and professionals may open up new avenues for teaching 

inclusively (e.g., supports, strategies/techniques, methods of instruction) and increase teacher 

knowledge.  
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Sensory Equipment in Classrooms  

 Nathaniel suggested that students with autism may benefit from being able to learn while 

immersed in a multi-sensory environment. He mentioned that some schools have adopted a style 

of classroom or sensory room called a Snoezelen Room. He explained:  

[A Snoezelen Room is] sort of a sensory place. Each Snoezelen Room is a little different, 

but [the room] could have like six feet tall lava lamps or some kind of music or a light 

show or something, so that the kids can have a place to disconnect and have this real 

sensory experience…they have this really calming [atmosphere] and kids really 

appreciate it and can really gain from it (P2, p. 31-32, lines 624-637).  

A Snoezelen Room may be a great idea as a space that students can go to when they require a 

body break. A room that helps to calm them and lower the anxiety that they may experience in 

the classroom and in social situations in a school environment.  

Schools are not Built for Students  

 It is commonplace that when an individual is subject to an environment that is not 

conducive to learning, it makes it difficult for students to concentrate. Change in the environment 

is a common factor in causing discomfort and disruption in the learning process for students with 

autism. Nathaniel said, “there are some unique characteristics about ASD that make it kind of an 

unusual space, and even when we as educators are doing our best to create a humane space for 

the kids, sometimes the system itself is not a good fit” (P2, p. 7, lines 124-126). He explained, 

“You know, like, our classrooms are almost all universally lit by these buzzing flashing 

bulbs…and loud noises…and it remains to look at, you know, how the sensory input can 

sometimes be the reason why some kids have a hard time at school” (P2, p. 7, lines 126-129). 
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Nathaniel has a daughter who is diagnosed with ASD and he gave an example of an experience 

she had in the school and classroom environment:  

for instance, [a family member of mine] had a really hard time with fire alarms, and so I 

went into the school. We were having a meeting about what we could do, and I told them 

that they had to dampen the fire alarm because it was one of those [really loud] clanger 

bells, and so she was terrorized by this, every time it went off she would throw up, she 

had a really physical response to it, and so what I did was, during the meeting every time  

that—actually it wasn’t even the fire alarm bell, they had a clanger [bell] for in between 

classes which meant that she was getting this bell like eight times a day. So, every time 

that the bell went off, because our meeting was a couple hours long, every time it went 

off I did this *slaps face* and I slapped myself hard in the face as a way of saying that’s 

what it feels like for her every time she hears that bell. After that meeting, the teachers 

went and they took off the front bell of the mechanism and they put a hat in there so that 

they could really dampen the sound, which is really cool. Kind of a happy ending to that 

story, but you know, the truth is that I don’t think schools are really built for children, 

period, and if they are, you know, potentially useful places for learning, it’s often not for 

kids with ASD (P2, p. 8, lines 130-144).  

 Be attentive to ASD students’ problems. Nathaniel said that his philosophy on teaching 

students with ASD, “is just like my philosophy on teaching students’ period, which is just, let’s 

offer them the same dignity that we would offer like, adults, you know. Just to kind of sum it up 

I would say, you know, kids are people too” (P2, p. 8, lines 146-147). He explained that he feels 

this “is one of those things that seems like it’s a really simple statement, but I mean, kids go to 
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school and they deal with things that I would never deal with in my work life” (P2, p. 8, lines 

147-149). Nathaniel gave an example,  

just this week my wife had to drop off something for my daughter at school, a homework 

binder that she had left at home…When my wife got there my daughter was crying, she 

was really upset, and we were like “what’s going on?.” and she was like “oh this other 

student she sat on me because she wanted something”….This person literally sat on her 

until she gave up what she had in her hand, and that’s kind of a weird thing—[So I asked 

her] what did your teacher say, did someone find out about it, did this person apologize, 

all those things (P2, p. 8, lines 149-156).  

Nathaniel explained why he thought this situation was unjust, he said:  

can you imagine if I was walking down the hall here and someone sat on me until I gave 

them my pen? Like they would be arrested and brought to jail. It’s completely impossible 

in this workspace, and yet its commonplace in the school. I’m not saying that kids 

bullying each other is the only thing, I think that as an institution we don’t always treat 

kids as if they are people—and I think that’s doubly true for kids who are, let’s say, often 

less able to communicate their feelings, or maybe make less eye contact (P2, p. 9, lines 

157-163).  

Nathaniel argues that teachers need to be more attentive to student needs. Addressing altercations 

early on and offering a solution may decrease the likelihood of the same situation reoccurring in 

the future. Although these children are young, their issues are still very real, and it is important to 

address them as such. If a certain act is considered unacceptable outside of a school setting, it 

should not be overlooked in a school setting either. As well, addressing students’ needs gives 

them a voice, and allows them the chance to advocate their wants and needs to their teacher. 
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Their teacher may then be able make the classroom a more inclusive environment for all 

students.  

Provide a Well-managed, Predictable Environment 

 Having taught both students with ASD and students without ASD, Nathaniel recognizes 

that providing a well-managed predictable environment is beneficial for all learners, himself 

included. Nathaniel believes that it is the job of the teacher to make sure that the learning 

environment is clean and free of clutter, so as to relieve the anxiety that students may experience 

when trying to find something in the classroom. He also thinks that having a space free of clutter 

promotes a mind that is clear as well, and therefore more open to retaining information being 

taught. He said that enjoying structure in the classroom is  

true for everyone. Who likes having chaos in the classroom or who enjoys having to go 

and search every time they need to find the eraser bin because it’s always in a different 

place? No one likes that, everyone likes having things ordered and structured. I mean 

obviously there are different perspectives…I find it really hard to work in a room where 

there’s no clean countertop, you know what I mean, like if it’s scattered or there’s stuff 

everywhere I have to clear it off. It’s almost like I need my eyes to be able to land 

somewhere or otherwise I can’t relax. I know I’m probably a little bit strange about that, 

but I think that people generally respond to these things well. It’s just that, you know, 

kids with ASD and kids with special needs in general, they just have a lower tolerance for 

[lousy] teaching—and so excellent teachers are going to be great for kids with ASD and 

great for kids without ASD, and I think that crummy teachers are going to be even more 

dangerous for kids with ASD than they would be [for kids without ASD] (P2, p. 26, lines 

531-547).  
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Students with ASD as Biomarkers 

 During our interview Nathaniel introduced an impactful way of thinking about the school 

environment in relation to students with ASD and other exceptionalities. He said, “kids with 

autism and special needs end up really enriching a school environment. You know, if kids with 

autism are thriving in a school, you know that everyone is thriving in a school, it’s like these kids 

are the dragonfly nymphs of the school—they are like the biomarkers” (P2, p. 33, lines 640-643). 

Nathaniel explained the connection between the term biomarkers and students with autism and 

special needs from a Grade nine science context. He said,  

So, biomarkers [aren’t] an autism thing, [they’re] actually a biology thing…and actually I 

only know it because my daughter has been taking science and stuff so I had to go learn 

all this grade nine science stuff. So, when you’re trying to find out if a pond has healthy 

water or not, like it could be really time consuming to test all the water, but you can use 

you know certain kinds of bugs as biomarkers. So, if there is dragonfly larvae in the 

pond, you know that it’s good water to sustain that kind of insect—and I think that kids 

with ASD are like the dragonfly larvae of the school system, in that, if they are thriving 

[then you know that it must be] an amazing program, and so you know it’s really 

important that we are making spaces for them to do well [in] (P2, p. 33-34, lines 651-

658).  

 Providing supports for students with ASD makes the school environment better. 

Nathaniel believes that if teachers, schools, and administrators were to focus more on providing 

resources for students with ASD, that it may result in a better learning environment for all 

educators and students. Nathaniel said,  
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you know, sometimes the needs of kids with special needs are pitted against [the needs] 

of general education [students] and I have heard people say well you can’t have 

everything, like you can’t have a Snoezelen Room and a theatre program, so make your 

choice carefully, and there’s only a certain amount of money in the pot and that’s true, 

but I think that that comparison is unfair (P2, p. 34, lines 658-663).  

Nathaniel believes that it is unfair to compare special education student needs to general 

education student needs when looking at extra resources for the school because we are not 

looking at the bigger picture. As educators, the goal is to provide all students in the school with 

quality education, and equal attention. Nathaniel believes that if students with ASD are able to 

benefit from a Snoezelen room or additional resources in the school that may help in bringing 

them up to the same level as their non-ASD peers in terms of social/communication related skills 

and curriculum goals, then these resources should be a priority over, for example, a theatre room. 

Nathaniel explains his thoughts,  

I think it’s unfair to everyone to say that it’s either this (i.e., Snoezelen Room, resources 

for special needs students) or this (i.e., theatre room, resources for general education 

students) because I feel like when you’re investing in kids with special needs, it’s 

actually, it’s like the tide that raises all the boats up, it sort of brings everyone a better 

space (P2, p. 34, lines 663-666).  

Nathaniel gives an example from his own personal experience that speaks to the importance of   

a safe and engaging environment for minority populations. He said, “you know, when I moved to 

[a new area] I was really interested in knowing more about the LGBTQ community here, 

because where they feel comfortable and safe and happy I know I’m going to feel comfortable 

and safe and happy as well (P2, p. 34, lines 666-669). 
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Educational Priority/Focus 

Make the Classroom Physically Safe  

 Nathaniel acknowledges that when looking at the benefits and challenges of inclusive and 

special education for students with ASD, that “there is a lot of value in inclusion” (P2, p. 10, line 

186). Nathaniel is of the opinion however that the inclusive model works better “for kids who are 

verbal” (P2, p. 10, line 186). He classifies verbal kids as those who “can communicate his or her 

thoughts and preferences, and you know, [are] not aggressive or you know, or really anxious—I 

think that an inclusive school model is really the best place for [him/her] (P2, p. 10, lines 187-

189). On the other hand, Nathaniel believes that “there is a time and place for special education, 

or sort of that, that outside the general education classroom model [where it becomes] really 

important” (P2, p. 10, lines 190-191). His past teaching experience in a specialized classroom of 

6 students with ASD helped form his outlook on inclusive vs. special education environments for 

students with ASD. He reflects, “in my opinion, those students who I taught in my [specialized 

classroom]…with those six kids…putting them in an inclusive general education setting would 

have been setting them up for failure, and I think it would have been setting up that classroom 

teacher for failure, and other kids [in the classroom]—I think it would have created an unsafe 

workspace” (P2, p. 10, lines 191-196).  

 Primary responsibility of the teacher. Nathaniel simplified his reasoning behind 

whether a child with ASD should be in an inclusive classroom or in a special education 

classroom by narrowing it down to one factor, their safety, and the safety of the other students in 

the classroom. Nathaniel explained,  

it’s not always clear to teachers or other people what the primary responsibilities of the 

teacher are, you know, like if you made an exhaustive list of everything teachers do it 
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would be hundreds of pages long, everything from collecting milk money, to organizing 

the classroom space, you know, all the tiny little things…but very few people actually 

know the number one job of a teacher (P2, p. 10, lines 197-203).  

Nathaniel said that when he asks people (i.e., B.Ed. students, teachers, principals) what they 

believe the number one job of a teacher is, he usually gets answers such as:  

Were here to inspire or were here to teach people to be their best selves or were here to 

like light the fire you know, and not fill the pail, and all those wonderful platitudes – 

which are true, those are definitely in the top five jobs, but the number one job we always 

have in the classroom is to keep everyone physically safe, that’s number one. Number 

two is probably to keep everyone emotionally safe. But even if you like have an amazing 

math lesson but only one kid broke his arm, like that’s not good, you know what I mean. 

So although we don’t think about it, safety is the primary concern of every teacher. For 

let’s say 98% of all teachers it’s not that big of a deal because kids aren’t going to be 

physically injuring each other in the classroom, it’s more of a problem maybe on a field 

trip, but in the classroom it’s hardly ever a concern, especially If they are just sitting 

there; no one’s stabbing each other, no one’s you know attacking, that sort of thing. 

However, when you put kids in a general education classroom without the supports they 

need to be safe, then you are not fulfilling that first rule of the classroom that everyone is 

physically safe in that space (P2, p. 11, lines 205-219).  

Nathaniel said that “once kids can be physically safely put in the classroom, I think we 

shouldbe putting them in those classrooms and we can find out sort of the best ways to teach 

them and support them emotionally and support their sensory diets inside the classroom, but I 

think that safety first is my first concern” (P2, p. 11, lines 219-222).  
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 Nathaniel’s number one priority in the classroom is ensuring that his students are safe, 

and that they feel safe in the classroom environment provided. He mentioned that safety comes 

above all else and that students with ASD should not be placed in a general education classroom 

if they are a danger to their own safety and the safety of others. Nathaniel explained,  

there was a student for example in my classroom who would self-hit and we would have 

to track it because you have to know how many times a kid would hit himself and there 

was about two months where the average self-hits a day was about 400, and so obviously 

his thighs are all bruised and beaten up, that sort of thing, and if you try to intervene then 

he would sort of come after you. So that’s an appropriate example of someone who 

would just rip a Grade 3 classroom apart and that teacher would probably be terrorized, 

[she/he] would probably go on stress leave because [she/he] doesn’t have the resources to 

train 31 kids on mean, median, and mode and dealing with this other kid who is self-

injuring. I’m not saying the he needs to be in a specialized classroom or in a different 

school, I’m just saying that he doesn’t belong in a class with 35 other kids just for the 

sake of inclusion, that’s unfair to him, it’s unfair to the other kids – but as we worked 

with this one student, his self-injury went [down], and dropped until it was not an issue 

anymore. Obviously, it’s always an issue, we should always be aware of these kind of 

sensory spaces, but that was one of the kids who I was able to move into his grade 6 

classroom, for 60 percent of the day. He would spend all morning with them and then 

come back and do some things with us, but you know, that’s a perfect example of like the 

earliest moment you should put him back in the classroom, because [the classroom] really 

is the best place for them. They should be with kids their age, they should be reading 
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picture books about butterflies, and going on field trips, and joining gym class. Those are 

all the things that they can do, and really should be doing (P2, p. 12, lines 225-244).  

Successful Education – 3 Basic Psychological Needs Met  

 During our interview, Nathaniel mentioned that he sees education as being successful for 

students with ASD in the classroom “when kids with ASD are able to thrive in that space” (P2, p. 

13, lines 248-249). He clarified,  

now the word thrive doesn’t just mean ‘is doing well’ or ‘has no mutual problems’, it 

means they are fully engaged with that space and they are excited about being there. So, 

with kids with ASD it means that they are excited and enthusiastic about the content, and 

they feel like they have some choices to make over their progress (P2, p. 13, lines 249-

253).  

Nathaniel is an advocate of students with ASD having the choice to make decisions involving 

their own wants and needs in the same way as their typically developing peers. When teachers 

are able to support their students’ needs, their students may have a higher chance of thriving. 

Nathaniel explained that in attempting to create a space where his students may thrive, he tries to 

create opportunities for his students to meet Deci and Ryan’s 3 basic psychological needs. He 

explained,  

Deci and Ryan say that we have three basic psychological needs: the need for autonomy, 

the need for relatedness, and the need for competence. So, what I would see as successful 

education for kids with ASD is exactly the same as successful education for kids without 

ASD, which is that they feel related, they are part of a social network which is 

meaningful to them, and they feel like they can do things that they want to do. So, they 
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have some autonomy over their life, and they also feel capable and have some success in 

things that they’ve been trying really hard to do (P2, p. 13, lines 254-260).  

Move Away from a Behaviorist Approach 

 When posed with the question “if you could influence the minds of decision makers at 

the board or ministry level, what would you ask for?” Nathaniel said that he thinks  

we have been relying too much on behaviourism to understand kids with ASD….We treat 

these kids like we can just observe them, or we can prod them or reward them into doing 

what we want them to do, and I think that behaviourism definitely has a place in this 

school system, but I feel like we turn to it too often and it doesn’t give us all the answers 

that we need. For the Ministry [of Education] I would say let’s move away from Applied 

Behavioural Analysis and let’s move toward something a bit more holistic and a bit more 

humane for these students – we’re not training puppies not to go on the floor, were 

talking about human beings and unfortunately, we do have a very behaviourist approach. 

I’m not saying to get rid of behaviourism but I’m saying that it’s one tool that we have, 

not the only tool in the kitchen (P2, p. 34-35, lines 676-688).  

Classroom Strategies/Practices 

 

Teaching Students Skills that Transfer out of the Classroom 

 

 Nathaniel is keen on his students becoming self-sufficient and independent learners, and 

so he finds it “really important to be teaching them skills that transfer out of the classroom” (P2, 

p. 16, lines 316-317). He explained:  

If you have a student for instance who has to learn some basic number sense and you’re 

having them count, why have them count little tokens, why have them count these 

abstract math manipulatives, why not have them actually count something. So, something 
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I did for my students for their counting program was I brought them over to the local 

Recreation Centre and they were counting tags. [People would] bring [the tags] in, and 

[we] would swipe the tags and there was a whole big system of organizing all the tags. So 

[the students] would go over there and actually work with people and build job skills,  

because counting isn’t an abstract skill that no one ever uses, like literally everybody uses 

counting at some point in their life, and we use it for the jobs that we do and whether 

you’re working at a grocery store or a University, like were counting things all the time— 

So let’s teach skills that are transferable to the workplace rather than just having them 

count tokens or something like that (P2, p. 16, lines 317-328).  

 Transferability in relation to social skill development. Transferability of skills is also 

important when looking at social skill development in individuals with autism. Nathaniel 

suggests that social skill development for elementary-aged children with autism works well when 

broken down into smaller steps, starting with a social situation that the student is familiar with 

(i.e., interaction with a familiar adult), and then slowly progressing towards the unfamiliar (i.e., 

interaction with an unfamiliar adult/peer). Nathaniel explained:  

Usually the order of social skills goes from something you can do with a familiar adult, 

so you know, saying hi to your teacher every morning, that’s like step number one, but 

that’s not the end of it, that’s only step number one. Step number two is being able to say 

hi to an unfamiliar adult, and then saying hi to familiar age appropriate peers, that’s even 

more difficult than an unfamiliar adult, and then being able to say hi to unfamiliar age 

appropriate peers—so it’s always sort of taking the skill which works in this space and 

then transferring it out to other spaces as well (P2, p. 17, lines 329-335).  
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In teaching students to interact with familiar/unfamiliar adults and/or peers in a school setting, 

they may slowly become more comfortable with interacting with individuals outside of a school 

setting (e.g., at an event, at the supermarket). An increase in the ability to interact with others in 

social situations opens up a possibility for new relationships/friendships to form.  

Deep Interests  

 Nathaniel acknowledges that students with ASD have really deep interests that 

“sometimes [are] called obsessive or pervasive” (P2, p. 6, lines 114-115). However, he believes 

that oftentimes teachers view students with ASD having deep interests  

as a problem, and it’s probably because it’s a part of the diagnosis, it’s one of the two 

criteria of the diagnosis and it has become problematized. So, when a kid’s obsessed with 

Doctor Who we’re much less likely to say “hey let’s build a whole unit around Doctor 

Who and have a Doctor Who themed party,” if that kid has ASD. If the kid is typically 

developing we’re much more likely to use their interest, because that just seems like good 

teaching practice (P2, p. 6-7, lines 118-123).  

Nathaniel suggests that teachers move away from the idea that ASD students’ deep 

interests stem from their diagnosis, and rather use student interests to their advantage when 

planning lessons, because “the thing is that we all have really deep interests and wanting to only 

talk and read about one thing can actually be like a really big important asset, especially if 

you’re, [for example], a graduate student, right? (P2, p. 6, lines 115-117).  

 Theme-based instruction. One method that Nathaniel finds to be effective in supporting 

students with ASD is theme-based instruction. Theme-based instruction considers students' 

interests to make learning new material more fun and engaging. Nathaniel explained that theme-

based instruction was a method used  
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back in the 70’s, back before the new curriculum came in and you know teachers would 

really go for building a whole unit around something. So for all of January were learning 

about, I don’t know, wolves, so all the story books would be about wolves, and all the 

math units would be wolf related and all this stuff, and then when everyone learned 

everything they possibly could have in all the different topics about wolves, you’d move 

on to the next big sort of topic. I think that model of education ends up being a better fit 

for kids with ASD because once you get them into something, like wow they can really 

dig in to it even more than what you thought (P2, p. 25, lines 492-500).  

He believes that theme-based instruction is just as effective with older kids, as it is with younger 

kids. The topics of interest will be dependent on age, but the concept remains the same. He 

advocates for the use of theme-based instruction because  

with older kids it’s really important for them to realize, like oh wait, I used to hate school 

until we had this whole unit on Doctor Who, and now math is more fun because we aren’t 

just counting numbers of square metres of grass, were talking about, you know, the 

number of Daleks per spaceship, and that’s cool to talk about…and so they can be sort of 

aware of their own progress and their own interests and stuff and then later on you can 

say, hey so this math question isn’t about Daleks anymore, but you can still do it (P2, p. 

25, lines 503-510).  

Structure of Class 

 Nathaniel finds that structuring his class in a certain way makes it easier for students with 

ASD to adapt to their environment. Getting to know your students and their preferences makes 

the process of structuring your classroom environment in a way that caters to the needs of 

students with ASD a lot easier. He suggests  
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structuring your class so that [the] kids always know where to get their thing, or you 

know, if a student needs a sensory break you should be structuring your day so that they 

can slip away for a few minutes and have maybe their headphones on or maybe they can 

just sort of you know tuck their head under their shirt and twiddle for a few minutes and 

then feel better afterwards, but you have to sort of offer some structure in that day (P2, p. 

15, lines 299-304).  

Visual schedules. Nathaniel mentioned that a big part of structuring the school day is 

“the use of visual schedules, because it helps kids to know what’s coming up next in the 

day” (P2, p. 15, lines 304-305). By having a clear schedule posted on the board students 

are able to prepare themselves for each period/subject change, which lowers anxiety and 

makes transitioning much easier.  

Avoid the end of the day rush. Visual schedules help to structure each period in terms 

of subject or activity being covered, and the amount of time allotted for each activity. 

However, there may be times at the end of the day when the students feel rushed to pack 

their bags and put their coats and shoes on to rush and catch their bus. Nathaniel said:  

Teachers of kids with ASD should be avoiding at all costs [these] end of the day 

rushes where, you know, like you’re reading your picture book and there’s like 

eight minutes left until the bell goes but you’re almost done the picture book, so 

you kind of sort of just go through the last few pages and try to sort of rush 

through it, and you’re on the last page and then the bell goes and then all the kids 

in the class are like, I’m going to miss my bus and they’re like rushing up and 

getting their jackets on and you’re like, sit down. You know that dizzy craziness 

at the end of the day, like avoid that at all costs because it’s just, it’s stressful for 
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everybody, just breathe. So sometimes it’s as simple as just being about to say 

okay look we actually might not have enough time to finish this picture book, 

there are a few pages extra than what I thought, and my timing was a bit off, 

that’s okay we will finish it tomorrow (P2, p. 15-16, lines 306-316).  

Structured Play  

 Nathaniel introduced the notion of using structured play in the classroom to support 

students with ASD in learning social/communication skills. Nathaniel talked about a specific 

form of structured play called LEGO structured play. He elaborated:  

With LEGO structured play, there are three kids [in a group] and they all have roles and 

they are playing with LEGO [blocks], and [the objective is to] build one of the LEGO 

tasks like a T-Rex or a dump-truck or something. So, one person is the builder, one 

person is the supplier and one person is the engineer. [The students] have to work 

together to build it, because only one person has the actual LEGO [blocks] and the [other 

two classmates] have to pass through the person who built it, and then they take turns 

rotating and trying different roles—but the great thing is that there is inherent tension in 

those roles and in those interactions. There is an adult supervisor there who acts like a 

moderator or a referee for all those situations, and that person could say “oh, looks like 

Maria’s a little upset because you skipped her turn, I think she’s hoping that you’re going 

to come back to her” or you could say “looks like Paul’s getting a little bit frustrated here 

because for two weeks in a row he didn’t have a chance to be the builder and now he’s 

missing his turn again” and so the adult in real time can sort of like stop the play and say 

“this is exactly what’s happening, look at this guy right here, he is upset, you can tell 

from his body language” and it makes those social interactions much more controlled and 
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much more safe and actually much more predictable as well (P2, p. 22-23, lines 438-

454).  

Nathaniel mentioned that he doesn’t see play and socializing as two different concepts, he sees 

them as one in the same thing. He said  

I think that play and socializing are actually the same thing, they’re just sort of expressed 

in different ways, and if you can teach a kid to play then you can teach them to socialize 

because it’s literally the same thing. It’s not a metaphor for socializing, you are 

socializing, but you’re socializing through your interactions. An easy example is [games 

that have turns], I’m thinking of turn-based play. Also conversations, conversations don’t 

always work in a clockwise manner but if you can understand how to take turns then 

that’s the first step to understanding that each person has a chance to contribute to a 

conversation, and that’s just one layer, but there are dozens of ways that play isn’t just 

like socializing it actually equals socializing (P2, p. 23, lines 456-464).  

It is common practice for younger students to learn by engaging in play-based activities, but 

what we don’t realize is that learning is always taking place regardless of whether we are in a 

classroom setting or not. Children learn social skills and learn to differentiate between what is 

appropriate behaviour and inappropriate behaviour by observing their parents and other adults 

around them. As humans, our interactions with others give us knowledge about different topics 

through word of mouth. For individuals with ASD especially, structured play, and informal 

conversations may be beneficial in increasing their social and communication related skills, and 

at the same time they will also become better at reading into people’s body language and 

distinguishing people’s emotions.  
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Developing Social/Communication Skills of Non-verbal Students  

 Nathaniel said that if he has a student in the class who is non-verbal, helping them to 

develop communication skills is his top priority over curriculum related goals. He said,  

I mean by definition ASD is a social and communication challenge, so like there’s a path 

for that. So obviously first if the kid is non-verbal then you have to help them to develop 

some kind of communication skill. So in the case of some kids that means that you’re 

going to be practicing their phonemic awareness and helping them develop their speech 

patterns and be able to like you know, literally speak, and that’s an important thing (P2, 

p. 14, lines 275-280).  

Nathaniel also acknowledged that some kids may never speak, but that that does not mean that 

they cannot communicate. Communication need not always be verbal. He suggests “in fact with 

kids [who are non-verbal] it’s really important to give them some means by which they can try to 

[communicate], whether it’s a pack of cards, or, I used an App called Proloquo2go on the iPad, 

and that was really successful for them as well (P2, p. 14, lines 281-283). 

Social Stories  

 Nathaniel suggests that using social stories in the classroom is beneficial for reducing 

problem behaviours (i.e., transitioning, aggressive behaviours) of students with autism. Nathaniel 

said, “everyday kids would have social stories on things like, everyday there is an alarm for 

recess and that’s okay, ‘I can say ‘hi’ to my friends while I’m getting my jacket on or whatever it 

is that they’re having difficulty with, and so we just sort of built it into their day” (P2, p. 17-18, 

lines 347-350).  

 Video social stories. Nathaniel also used another form of social stories called video 

social stories, which is  
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sort of the same premise—you are using this narrative or this story to demonstrate a 

behaviour that you want this person to do, but in video form rather than in book form. So, 

it could be a video of that that kid doing it, [and if we can actually get the student whose 

behaviour we are targeting to participate in the video] then that’s great but if not then you 

can use some other kid who is willing to be on the video social story (P2, p. 20, lines 402-

406).  

Video social stories are used as visual narratives to demonstrate how everyday tasks/activities in 

the classroom are carried out. For example, a student who is having trouble packing up their 

things for recess or packing up at the end of the day may benefit from a video social story. The 

video is a representation of what packing up should look like, and it is broken down into steps. 

Watching the video might decrease anxiety around transitioning between different activities, the 

student will know what to expect, and they will have a chance to practice the steps as many times 

as it takes until they feel comfortable with making the transition.  

Functional Behaviour Analysis (ABC Charts) 

 Another strategy that Nathaniel uses to help reduce problem behaviours is Functional 

Behaviour Analysis (FBA). In carrying out FBA, 

we use a tracking sheet called an ABC chart, [which stands for] antecedent-behaviour-

consequence, and the idea is that, I mean, you’re trying to figure out what is causing this 

outburst, this behaviour, whether it’s a problem behaviour or aggression or whatever it is. 

I always tell people that behaviour is nothing personal, they’re not doing it to be bad 

students. In fact, I think the healthiest way to think about problem behaviour is that all 

behaviour is a form of communication, so what you have to find out is what is trying to 

be communicated (P2, p. 18, lines 353-359).  
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Sometimes the reason behind certain behaviours is easily apparent, and sometimes the reason 

behind certain behaviours is a little more complex. Meaning, it might not be an external factor, 

but rather an internal, possibly emotional one, and this information is not easily accessible to a 

teacher unless a student is able to communicate their feelings. Nathaniel explained, 

so if [a student] is, you know, hearing the fire alarm and then having an emotional 

breakdown then that’s easy, right? But sometimes it’s not that easy, sometimes it’s really 

complex. Think about the last time you were really really sad, was it something that a 

person who was just watching you could have figured out? Of course not, you’re a 

complex emotional person, right? And these kids are complex emotional people as well. 

So it’s not just something where you’re going to be like “oh he must hate math class 

because this happens in math class,” or maybe that class is in the afternoon and that’s 

why he’s feeling stressed because he’s exhausted because his little sister was keeping him 

up at night, or maybe it’s because it’s Tuesday and his mom has custody rather than his 

dad and he’s anxious about what mum’s new boyfriend is like, like who knows what the 

reason is (P2, p. 18, lines 359-369).  

As there is no way that a teacher could possibly know the reason behind a student’s discomfort 

or displeasure, using ABC charts is a technique that helps to at least figure out what might be 

wrong by analyzing a situation and a student over a long period of time. Nathaniel said,  

I don’t even know if this is a perfect situation but the best technique I have used for 

[analyzing problem behaviours] are ABC charts, where after an event like [for example] a 

kid flipped over a table or screams or cries or whatever, you do this chart. The A stands 

for antecedent, which is just a fancy word for what happened just before [the problem 

behaviour]. [The B stands for behaviour] and you write down [exactly what the exhibited 
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behaviour is]. The C [stands for] the consequence, [which is] everything that happened 

just after [the problem behaviour]. You’d think that the antecedent was the best factor in 

sort of figuring out what went wrong, but sometimes it’s even the consequence (P2, p. 

18-19, lines 370-376).  

For example,  

So, after every time this kid melts down, he has to go to the principal’s office and spend 

the rest of the afternoon [there], maybe that kid really likes the principal’s office, maybe 

that’s why he [is causing an outburst] so that he can go there. Or maybe after this kind of 

thing happens he [gets sent] to the quiet room, maybe he is just seeking the quiet room. 

Maybe he just needs to take a sensory break and doesn’t really understand [how to 

communicate his feelings, or understand his feelings] so he is using this as a way to get 

what he wants. So, in this situation what we do is we say okay were not 100% sure but 

we think that this kid needs to have a sensory break, that’s why he is behaving like this, 

and this is a behaviour that we cannot have in the classroom so let’s offer him a sensory 

break as an alternative behaviour to that thing that he was doing. It’s like cutting out the 

middleman of this sort of negative behaviour (P2, p. 19, lines 376-385).  

Nathaniel also said “I have worked with kids who have all sorts of different behaviour problems. 

I have never known a kid who is just bad for the sake of being bad, or aggressive just because 

they wanted to be aggressive. It’s always about sort of getting something at the end (P2, p. 19, 

lines 385-388). However, he doesn’t think  

that behaviourism is the best way to figure out what people are thinking or doing, but 

when you are talking about kids who are either non-verbal or partially verbal or maybe 

have less understanding of their own needs, it’s sort of the best that we can come up with. 
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So after you’ve collected let’s say three weeks of ABC charts, you sit down with them 

and you look for those patterns, that’s when you become a behaviour detective and you 

say “oh he seems to be more upset every Tuesday, what happens on Tuesdays?” Or “he 

seems more upset after math class, what’s going on in math class? That kind of thing” 

(P2, p.19, lines 389-395).  

Books and Online Resources  

 During our interview Nathaniel suggested a few helpful resources that he found useful 

when working with students with ASD. The first “is a book by Kathleen Ann Quill and it’s 

called Do- Watch-Listen-Say: Social and Communication Intervention for Children with Autism 

(P2, p. 29, lines 571-572). Nathaniel also used “the Ministry of Education resources, there’s a 

wonderful one called Teaching Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder that’s jam-packed full 

of good stuff, and there’s also one called Evidence-based Practice for Students with ASD, and all 

those are just jam-packed full of excellent classroom practice (P2, p. 29, lines 574-578).  

 Means of accessing resources. Most, if not all of the resources that Nathaniel has used 

are readily available online for teachers. He explained, “there are a lot of great PDF’s online” 

(P2, p. 29, lines 583). He also found that meeting with a group of teachers who also taught in the 

same school board or area and who also taught in a specialized classroom like the one he worked 

in was helpful because it allowed for the sharing of resources amongst one another. He said, “I 

also found it very helpful when I met with other ASD teachers because [in my area] there were 

four or five classrooms like mine all over the county. So, on occasion we would have an 

opportunity to get together and talk about different things and what resources we were using and 

talk about our kids (i.e., the students in the class) (P2, p. 29, lines 583-587).  
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Wish List 

 When posed with the question “if you could have a magic wand and it would grant you 

three wishes, what would you wish for (that you do not currently have access to) that would 

support you in your work with students with ASD?”, Nathaniel responded with a few insightful 

suggestions. His first wish was for health and clinical resources in smaller cities that are usually 

more common and readily available in major cities. He said,   

I was working in a city, but a small city, so I didn’t have access to any clinical work. If I 

was in Edmonton or Toronto or Montreal I would have [access to] huge universities [and] 

major hospitals doing really excellent work when it comes to kids with ASD, and you 

[could] you know tap people on the shoulder [and] have them come in and be supports. 

So one thing I would ask for would be some health and clinical resources that are more 

common in major cities – These programs are always strapped for money (P2, p. 31, lines 

595-600).  

Nathaniel’s second wish was for financial support to be used for school related needs. He said,  

I know that asking for money as a wish is kind of a cop out, but you know even things 

like, like we needed to be able to communicate all the time efficiently and reliably and 

those crummy little walkie talkies you get from Canadian Tire, they just weren’t going to 

do it. We would need industry grade walkie talkies so that you knew that when you 

pressed that button there was someone listening. There’s no battery problems, there’s no 

frequency problems, and those are really expensive walkie talkies, each walkie talkie is 

about one hundred dollars and you don’t buy them in sets you buy them individually (P2, 

p. 30-31, lines 601-607).  

Nathaniel explained that at a school where he taught he  
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had to save up money…a lot of our energy went into our pop program. I would go and I 

would buy five cases of diet coke and then we would sell then to teachers [and] have 

them cold and ready and teachers would spend a dollar for each can and [for] each case 

you would end up earning about ten to fifteen dollars at the end of the week, and you 

could sell a case or two every week so it would add up pretty quickly but it took us years 

to earn enough for our smartboard, and then we had to mount it with the money that we 

earned from the pop sales. You know, [most importantly], these are kids who are having 

a hard time getting through the day, just give us the tools that we need to do our job 

effectively. And so, having a bit of money would be helpful for things like walkie talkies 

and mounting a smart board. And I really like field trips. I think it’s really important for 

students, especially those who are non-verbal or who are looking to go build workplace 

skills to get out in the community. That’s expensive though – both time wise and in 

transportation costs (P2, p. 31, lines 607-620).  

Lastly, Nathaniel said that he would “really like to have more sensory equipment like swings and 

trampolines…and a Snoezelen room” (P2, p. 31, lines 620-622).  
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Appendix I: Participant 3 Profile 

 

Charles Introduction 

 

Charles’ teaching career began, not with teaching, but with a profession that would later 

spike his interest for teaching. Before becoming a teacher, Charles worked in group homes for 

primarily youth, and sometimes adults, with intellectual disabilities and behavioural/emotional 

issues. The group homes largely rested within a major urban centre, but Charles spent some time 

at group homes in the Eastern, Ontario region as well. Charles mentioned that his transition to 

teaching was an easy one, as his time spent working in group homes gave him a lot of experience 

in working with individuals who have unique needs. He explained: “the career sort of picked me 

after that, rather than me picking the career. I sort of, when a change presented itself to work 

with kids with autism at the High School level, I took it as a way of learning something new” 

(P3, p. 3, lines 51-54).  

Charles has been teaching for about 20 years. His teaching career began in the late 80’s 

when he worked as a day care teacher. Charles then received his teaching degree in 1993, and 

started teaching as a certified teacher in 1999. He spent 14 years teaching at a High School in 

Eastern Ontario in a classroom for children with intellectual disabilities. He spent two years out 

of this 14-year span at the same secondary school as the autism support teacher, a job that 

required him to go from school to school at the Grade 9-12 level providing support where 

needed. 

 During our conversation, Charles mentioned that he has learned much of what he knows 

about ASD over the last four years, in his most recent position as a Special Education 

Coordinator in Eastern Ontario. He notes that although his position keeps him outside of the 

classroom, it allows him to collaborate with a team that organizes supports for students who have 
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ASD. His interview substantiated that Charles cares deeply about providing educators with the 

necessary supports and resources required for them to accommodate students with ASD in their 

classrooms, and is proactive in doing so.  

Teacher Attitude and Disposition 

 

One area of concern when discussing the inclusion of students with ASD in elementary 

classrooms is having educators in the classroom who want to be in classrooms where they are 

teaching children with different learning needs. Charles’ interview responses discuss the 

challenges and pressures that come with accommodating students with ASD in the classroom. 

His responses demonstrated that his positive attitude about supporting children with ASD made 

it all the more simple to do so.  

Keeping a Fresh Mindset 

Charles mentioned that one of the challenges he has had to overcome as a teacher is 

“really staying fresh with new ideas about how to support kids, and really looking at individual 

needs” (P3, p. 22, lines 409-410). He asked, “like how do you stay fresh, how do you manage the 

balance of really hard work, really challenging kids, relentless days that are really challenging?” 

(P3, p. 23, lines 431-433).  

Charles explained that it is a question of personal growth a lot of the times and 

understanding his own limitations and learning how to overcome them. He understands that there 

are going to be some days that are really challenging no matter what he does, but that he has 

learned over the years to embrace the challenges and accept his limitations while still trying to 

support students to the best of his abilities. He mentioned that new teachers are oftentimes scared 

to admit that they do not know something, but that this fear decreases over time. He clarified:  
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Over the years as I’ve evolved. I’ve become more comfortable with saying, “Oh I don’t 

know how to do that, right?” But for a young teacher especially, maybe who’s trying to 

come in and show that they’re confident and they know what they’re doing they may not 

be as open about what they need to work on. But the more open you are and the more you 

recognize your own limits and you recognize your own goals, then you have things to 

work for. It’s an ongoing process and if you can embrace that then it’s great. It’s hard; 

it’s not easy to do that (P3, p. 24, lines 437-443).  

Charles also suggested that if teachers don’t know certain things that it is acceptable to embrace 

that fact with their students: “I mean students know a lot more than you do about certain things, 

especially students with autism, sometimes they know more than we know about things – like 

trains for instance, or video games” [whatever their interest is] (P3, p. 24, lines 447-450).  

School/Classroom Environment  

Having Expert Support/Collaboration 

Being a Special Education Coordinator, Charles recognizes the importance of organizing 

supports for kids who have ASD. In his role as a coordinator he works with a team to organize 

professional development opportunities for teachers and Educational Assistants to help them 

understand autism, and what kinds of strategies are beneficial for enhancing ASD students’ 

experience in the classroom. Charles’ career practices are rooted in his philosophy on teaching 

students with ASD: “my philosophy is very collaborative, so you can’t do anything by yourself 

and it’s very much about helping the people around the person with autism understand how they 

can support that person.” (P3, p. 4, lines 64-66). Charles explained that his biggest goal is: 

To help the people around the student understand more about ASD and how to support 

them effectively…it’s about building the capacity of teachers, educational assistants, 
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administrators, you know, the public. Yeah, I think that makes sense. I mean, the kids 

with ASD will have very individualized goals just like anyone else, so you want them to 

meet their goals but the way to get there is quite often through the people around them, 

and bringing the resources and know how to folks—so making sure that they are aware of 

the, like we have some resources that we share and making sure that they’re aware that 

those are there (P3, p. 8-9, lines 137-144). 

Meeting the Needs of All Students (Teacher Knowledge)  

Charles suggests that a teacher who has “lots of skill and ability in understanding 

individual needs and meeting them in their classroom, will meet every kid’s needs regardless of 

whether they have a diagnosis or not.” (P3, p. 9, lines 149-151). Throughout the interview, 

Charles emphasized the importance for teachers to increase their knowledge around effective 

strategies and resources for inclusion to make classrooms more inclusive for children with 

different learning needs. He mentions that it is often 

Really challenging for teachers because increasingly there are more and more students 

with challenges, ASD is just one of them—and so you have classrooms that are chock-

full of kids with lots of significant challenges like trauma, other behaviour associated 

with trauma, learning disabilities, intellectual disabilities, and teachers are being asked to, 

you know, teach to that classroom and sometimes the argument is there’s not enough 

support, not enough educational assistance support in the classroom, that sort of thing 

(P3, p. 9, lines 153-159). 

 Staying current (PD). During our interview, Charles discussed a few challenges that 

come with being a teacher, most prominent of which was “staying fresh.” He discussed his 

team’s role in offering professional development opportunities for teachers: 
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We do some professional development for teachers in a variety of different ways. So 

that’s sort of a resource for teachers. Our Autism Team is, in fact, a resource for teachers, 

so we have 6 people on a team all together and so we have people going into classrooms 

and that’s a huge resource for…the highest needs kids (P3, p. 18, lines 334-338). 

Charles explained that teachers may gain access to these supports through the Autism Team, and 

that they have a system of tiered support levels:  

So, at the first tier, we want teachers to be having the knowledge and skills to be able to 

meet the needs of all the kids, whether they have ASD or not. At the second level, you 

might identify a kid with ASD as needing some extra supports and you might work with 

your in-school team, which would be like the teacher and the student support teacher, and 

the administrators, and the parents and maybe other community partners who are 

involved. You might talk to them about…the things that work well and the classroom 

teacher can put those in place. And the highest level, if the student is needing more 

support, then they would be putting a referral in for our team and them that quite specific 

individualized supports—someone coming out and working with the teacher and getting 

to know the student, and giving the student maybe the one-on-one attention. So it’s that 

sort of tiered thing—we want the classroom teachers to be the front line where they’re 

giving most of the support. So building that capacity is sort of our first aim (P3, p. 19, 

lines 344-356).  

Charles believes that classroom teachers should be the “first line of attack” (P3, p. 20, lines 361) 

in having the resources and the know how to make their classroom accessible to students, 

whether they have ASD or not. At the second “line of attack” (P3, p. 20, line 361) would be the 

schools’ resource teachers—the Student Support Teacher, at the Elementary level and the 
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Learning Program Support Teacher, at the Secondary level. At the time of the interview, Charles 

explained, “The access to supports is sort of through our team. I mean were sort of gradually 

trying to build the capacity for schools to sort of have their own” [resources] (P3, p. 19, lines 

341-242). 

 Charles also discussed the success his team has had with kids who have ASD as a result 

of their collaborative work:  

We have lots of kids who had done really well, because of the sort of collaborative work 

with our team and others. There was a kid in one of our programs last year and that kid 

was having huge behavioural challenges, and was being aggressive and had a lot of 

sexualized behaviour. He was urinating on the carpet, he was throwing things around, 

yeah, pretty outlandish behaviour and we work with him quite a bit—because of his age 

he moved to a new class and we worked with [the teachers and EAs] around setting up a 

plan of approach that really reinforced his positive behaviours and ignored his negative 

ones, which modified their expectations so that they were at his level and we just saw his 

[negative] behaviours pretty much completely drop off, and he’s done very well and 

[though] he produces lots of work and he’s got lots of challenges, socially and 

intellectually, but he’s doing really well (P3, p. 26, lines 480-490).  

Educational Priority/Focus 

Focus on the Child, Not the Diagnosis  

Charles understands that the classroom is a place in which all students need to learn, and 

there are going to be students who need accommodations even though they may not have an 

Individual Education Plan. Charles suggested that it is about “looking at what specific needs they 

have regardless of their diagnosis” (P3, p. 9, lines 146-147). He conceded that:  
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The diagnosis is often a gateway to services—so a student who may present as someone 

with ASD but doesn’t have a diagnosis may not have access to the same supports; 

however a teacher who has lots of skill and ability in understanding individual needs and 

meeting them in their classroom will meet every kid’s needs regardless of whether they 

have a diagnosis or not (P3, p. 9, lines 147-151).  

Charles believed that teachers should not be gearing their instruction to students just because 

they have ASD; he believes that it should be common practice for teachers to cater their teaching 

practices to meet the needs of all students in their class, regardless of a diagnosis because 

“everyone has a unique set of challenges that they face” (P3, p. 4, lines 63-64). He explained:  

You’re ideally teaching in lots of different modes, and you’re maybe grouping kids 

together at times during the day, in ways that allow kids who learn similarly to work in 

the same way together—and splitting things up through the day so kids get to sort of 

experience different ways of expressing their learning and taking in that learning as well. 

It’s about looking at the individualized goals, not looking at the ASD so much but saying 

what does this person need, and trying to include a variety of instructional practices in 

your practice (P3, p. 17, lines 310-316).  

 Focus on personal goals, not curriculum. During our interview, Charles mentioned that 

he sees education as being successful for students with ASD when “the students are successful in 

achieving their goals.” (P3, p. 7, line 113) Accordingly, he recognizes that the goals “may be 

individualized, but they’re successful when they’re achieving those goals” (P3, p 7, lines 112-

113). He explained that he thinks it is important for teachers to focus first on challenges around 

the students’ diagnosis before moving on to address curriculum-related challenges. He explained:  
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So you may have a student in a mainstream class who has autism and they have a number 

of challenges related to social/communication skills in addition to curriculum challenges 

and quite often what we’ll do is we’ll encourage teachers to modify their academic 

expectations so that the kids can be working on some of those other expectations like 

their self-regulation and communication, that sort of thing, and when those goals are met 

then they are in a position where they’re actually ready to learn other [content] (P3, p. 7, 

lines 114-120).  

Charles understands that “they may not be achieving the curriculum as quickly as the system 

would expect them to, but they’re achieving their goals—and that’s successful” (P3, p. 7, lines 

120-121).  

Unsuccessful education. Charles found that if teachers ignore the specific needs of 

students with ASD, it might result in negative outcomes. For instance, a student may feel badly 

about their progress, if a teacher focuses on their inability to meet certain curriculum 

expectations. Instead, teachers should focus, for instance, on social/communication related skills 

if that is what the student is indicating that they require extra assistance with. If a student is 

pressured to meet certain curriculum expectations when they are not ready (meaning, when they 

have not yet learned certain social/communication skills), it may cause them to demonstrate 

certain behaviours that are not conducive to a positive learning environment in the classroom. He 

gave an example: 

So if you’re attempting to get a student to learn a particular math thing and you know 

they’re resistant to the math because they’re having difficulties with social things, then 

their lack of success can be compounded by pointing it out to them that they’re not being 

successful in math (P3, p. 8, lines 127-131).  
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Charles said that he feels that having a student feel badly about not being able to meet certain 

curriculum expectations should be recognized as unsuccessful education. He said that there is 

evidence of unsuccessful education when “there’s too much emphasis on kids sort of meeting the 

curriculum expectations at the same level as everybody else” (P3, p. 8, line 132). The solution 

being, “they need to have very individualized goals—and they have IEP’s that do that” (P3, p. 8, 

lines 133-134).  

Technology 

Charles is a prolific user of technology in his classroom and believes that it is an 

excellent tool to use to increase classroom inclusion for students with ASD. He mentioned that 

one way to maximize the strengths of children with ASD is to target a special interest of theirs 

and incorporate that interest into a teacher’s practice. From his experience, Charles noticed that a 

number of students prefer to use a computer to complete work. He mentioned that the use of 

technology in classroom is one way to maximize the strengths of children with ASD. He 

mentioned that using their interest in your teaching practice is: 

A really great way to get [students with ASD] motivated and then you’re really going to 

their strengths…so they can sit at a computer all day and do an activity…that has the 

potential to [teach] a lot. The use of technology itself is quite often really useful for kids 

with ASD because a lot of kids with ASD like technology because it’s not a social 

interaction; it’s something they can do on their own, so it’s less stressful (P3, p. 16, lines 

283-288).  

Charles advocates for the use of technology because it allows children with ASD to demonstrate 

their understanding of material by using an alternative format, as opposed to the traditional pen 

and paper method. He believes that technology should be used as an alternative format to find 
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creative ways to teach or to showcase learning. For example: (a) to make visual representations 

of material, (b) to make a movie or video or (c) to make comic strips.  

 Charles also believes that the “iPad is really opening things up. You can make a social 

story in an app called Book Creator in a matter of minutes, you can even involve the person that 

the story is designed for in creating that story, and it’s more fun because it’s on an iPad” (P3, p. 

18, lines 224-227). He mentioned that there are many different apps out there, and that he and his 

Autism Team members have a small catalogue of apps put together that their information 

technology support person has set up through the school district, that teachers in schools can 

access.  

 Charles also feels that technology is useful in helping students in transitioning from one 

grade to the next. He explained: “there’s a teacher that I work with who has kids make their own 

grade 8 to grade 9 transition PowerPoint, and this is their way of communicating what they need 

when they go to grade 9” (P3, p. 17, lines 303-305). He believes that the student knows himself 

or herself better than anyone else, and that they know what they need, and so by providing 

him/her with a chance to self-advocate, it creates opportunities from them to be successful.  

 During our interview, I asked Charles if he suggests using technology solely for children 

in the classroom with ASD, or for all learners in the class, and he responded “you could use it for 

any kid in the class, again it goes back to good teaching—if you’ve got a lot of different ways of 

accessing the curriculum, of presenting it to the kids in different ways to show their learning then 

you’re meeting the needs of many kids and not just kids with ASD” (P3, p. 16, lines 295-298). 

Charles believes that any and all strategies may be used for all learners, so long as they are 

beneficial.  
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One potential obstacle that Charles shared during our interview is that he thinks that it 

may be a challenge for teachers to “stay current [with using] technology as a tool, because it’s 

always changing” (P3, p. 22, lines 411-412). It may be worthwhile for teachers to stay up-to-date 

on the newest technological advancements coming out in the education field. Talking to 

colleagues, the board, and the ministry is a good way to ensure that you are knowledgeable about 

the newest technological tools to use in classrooms.  

Video Modelling  

Charles also thinks that video modelling is an excellent tool to use with students with 

ASD. He says that it is “something where you’re using video social stories to help students 

understand what’s going on in their day, and to give them some context around how they fit into 

the world, and what their role is in the world” (P3, p. 11, lines 183-185).  

Video social stories and comic strips. Charles suggests that using social stories in the 

classroom, as well as using technology to create comic strip conversations is beneficial in 

reducing behavioural issues and issues related to transitioning (i.e., transitioning from one 

room to another, or transitioning between subjects). He said that social stories and comic 

strip conversations are “a way of plotting out what’s going on socially, but also 

highlighting what people are thinking in a social [situation]—and then sort of viewing it 

on a piece of paper with stick people and thought bubbles and word bubbles” [and being 

able to process an appropriate reaction to the situation at hand] (P3, p. 14, lines 255-258).  

 Charles explained that social stories and comic strip conversations are two techniques 

that may be used to help reduce problem behaviours of students with ASD. He feels that “a lot of 

behaviours are around a misunderstanding of some kind…so the [child’s behaviours] are usually 

a response to something that is not going their way, and it’s making them upset because they 
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don’t understand [what is going on]” (P3, p. 14, lines 259-262). He suggested that if students are 

able to pinpoint the source that is causing them to become frustrated, they might be able to 

prevent a similar situation in the future. As well, “the more that people around them can 

understand why they’re getting frustrated, then they can help to alleviate that frustration” (P3, p. 

14-15, lines 264-265). Video social stories and comic strip conversations are two methods that 

allow students with ASD to communicate their feelings, their wants, and their needs, in order to 

help reduce behavioural issues.  

Classroom Practices/Strategies 

Peer Support Networks 

When providing accommodations for students with ASD, Charles believes that it is 

important to look to others for help, including the other students in the classroom, the classroom 

teacher, resource teacher, educational assistants, etc. He mentioned that students with ASD often 

have difficulties with social and communication related skills. As a result: “kids with ASD have 

a really hard time understanding where they fit in the social dynamic. It’s a lifelong challenge—

usually it doesn’t become as big of a problem until they’re in Grade 5, and then other kids start 

ostracizing them a bit more because social cliques really start forming a lot more at that age, so it 

becomes a big challenge” (P3, p. 21, lines 393-397). Charles found that a good way to combat 

the social isolation of students with ASD is for the teacher to organize peer support networks. He 

said, “there’s actually some very specific programs out there that are aimed at using peers 

working together to sort of help each other—and including [students] with disabilities within 

those peer networks [increases opportunities for social interaction and friendships to blossom] 

(P3, p. 22, lines 400-402).  
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Grouping students with ASD and non-ASD students. It is clear that Charles fully 

supports the notion that students within the classroom should not be segregated based on whether 

or not they have ASD. He said, “you know, you’re not gearing your instruction just because they 

have ASD; you’re saying okay we’re going to use these strategies with you” [because 

observations indicate that these strategies will work for you as an individual] (P3, p. 17, lines 

308-309). He clarified:  

You’re ideally teaching in lots of different modes, and you’re maybe grouping kids 

together at times during the day, in ways that allow kids who learn similarly to work in 

the same way together—and splitting things up throughout the day so kids get to sort of 

experience different ways of expressing their learning and taking in that learning as 

well…it’s not [about] looking at the ASD so much but saying what does this person need, 

and trying to include a variety of instructional practices in your practice (P3, p. 17, lines 

308-316).   

Charles believes that a teacher should not gear their instruction because a student has ASD, but 

rather a teacher should gear their instruction to target the specific challenges that each individual 

student needs to work on. One way of meeting the needs of all students, while still covering the 

curriculum in a timely fashion and not over-extending yourself as an educator is to group 

students in the class who learn similarly. A teacher may then be able to walk around the room 

and monitor the progress of their students. As well, with the establishment of peer networks in 

the classroom, and the students working together to help each other on their tasks, the teacher 

then has some time to plan future lessons or complete any work they may have.  
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Zones of Regulation 

Charles mentioned that he and his Autism Team strongly believe in the effectiveness of a 

resource called “Zones of Regulation”, and that they are actively promoting it to schools. He 

explained that, “it’s a fabulous resource that helps kids understand how they’re feeling, and then 

be able to respond to how they’re feeling in an appropriate manner—The different emotional and 

physical states of being are colour coded. There are four colours, and students learn to identify 

how they’re feeling according to these colours” (P3, p. 11, lines 187-191).  

 Charles explained that to carry out this instructional method, the classroom should be 

separated into four different stations, and each station should represent one of the four colours—

the teacher would then “do different activities with the students, [that are set up at each coloured 

station around the room]. For instance one of the coloured stations might have the students look 

at “a book with faces and things, [and the objective is to have the students] identifying the 

emotions that are on those faces, and then maybe making faces themselves and videotaping that 

and identifying what [the faces] look like and how [the faces make them] feel” (P3, p. 12, lines 

205-209). Charles said that a teacher could also: 

Use cartoon emoticons…to sort of train the student to begin to look at facial features and 

identifying them, it’s sort of a first step. As you develop that skill, you’re also developing 

the awareness of the individual to identify what that means and to identify it in 

themselves—and so their ability to understand how they feel and what they’re feeling is 

sort of gradually enhanced…[these are important steps because] oftentimes kids with 

ASD can identify happy in a picture…but they can’t necessarily see it in a person 

because they don’t know where to look on the person or what it means when they’re 

looking at them (P3, p. 12-13, lines 217-226).  
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The first step for students with ASD is to be able to look at pictures of faces, or of people, and be 

able to identify the emotions represented. The next step would be to have students with ASD 

identify those emotions in themselves, and then finally be able to identify those emotions in 

others. Charles also suggested that the use of “movies, or a video, or doing some role-playing” 

(P3, p. 13, line 232) would be excellent resources to use to help students with ASD in identifying 

emotions.  

Self-regulation. He believes that once students with ASD become comfortable with 

using Zones of Regulation as a strategy, that “they will learn how to put in place their own 

strategies for managing situations that they are in” (P3, p. 11, lines 191-192). He says that it is all 

about “self-regulation, it’s about understanding [exactly] how you feel, because a lot of kids with 

autism actually can’t identify what’s going on. They have things going on in their body but they 

do not know how to put words to it, or express it, or give meaning to it. So if they can give 

meaning to what is happening and what they are experiencing, then they can learn” [how to 

maneuver through different social situations that they find themselves in] (P3, p. 11, lines 193-

198). To clarify, “Zones of Regulation…is about self-regulation, [it’s] about learning how you 

feel and recognizing how you feel and being able to respond to that in a socially appropriate 

manner” (P3, p. 13, lines 240-243).  

Self-awareness. Charles explains that if students with ASD open themselves up to 

“[learning] a little bit more about who they are” (P3, p. 11, line 197), they may reach a stage 

where they become “self-aware” (P3, p. 11, line 197) and they might then be able to “bring in 

strategies” [such as Zones of Regulation which allows them to identify how they are feeling and 

why they are feeling that way, and then they may be able to control the environment around them 

to suit their needs] (P3, p. 11, line 198). Charles said that the path to self-awareness begins with 
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teachers acting as “co-regulators—and sort of helping [students with ASD] to see what it is that 

they view in different situations, and then pointing out to them how they are reacting and getting 

them to reflect on how they look—and then reflecting on that and becoming more aware of it” 

(P3, p. 11, lines 198-201).  

Targeting Students’ Interests 

Charles believes that one of the most effective ways to maximize the strengths of students 

with ASD is to target their interests. He said, “quite often kids with ASD have a special interest 

of some kind or an obsession or something like that, and if you can use that within your teaching 

practice that’s a really great way to get them motivated—and then you’re really going for their 

strengths” (P3, p. 15-16, lines 281-284). Charles suggested that all students, whether they have 

ASD or not can benefit from being given the freedom to “present their understanding of material 

in alternative ways [through multiple formats, which allows them to show their interests while 

still covering the required content and demonstrating their understanding of the content]” (P3, p. 

16, lines 289-290). Charles recommended using the following modes to represent the students’ 

creativity and interests: (a) using a visual, (b) making a video, (c) making a comic strip and (d) 

doing a role-playing activity.  

Applied Behavioural Analysis 

Another method of instruction that Charles found effective in supporting students with 

ASD is Applied Behavioural Analysis (ABA). He feels that “it is hugely important” (P3, p. 10, 

line 176) and he mentioned that the “government actually mandates it in Ontario, and I am sure 

they do elsewhere as well…there is money for training around ABA from the government and so 

part of our budget for providing services is from the government specifically for kids with 

autism” (P3, p. 10, lines 176-179).  
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 Applied Behavioural Analysis “is a really effective tool and has implications on many 

levels in terms of how you set your classroom up, [and] creating a calm environment that’s not 

over-stimulating” (P3, p. 10, lines 179-181). Charles suggested using ABA as a reward system 

with students who have ASD. He said:  

Applied Behavioural Analysis is about positively reinforcing positive behaviours, and 

maybe possibly ignoring negative behaviours. It is really [about] understanding what a 

behaviour is and why [the behaviour] is happening, and then intervening in what’s taking 

place before the behaviour and what’s taking place after the behaviour. So before the 

behaviour happens you might influence how your classroom is set up, or the things that 

you ask of the student, or how you structure their routine. All of those things will effect 

what happens before the behaviour and then after the behaviour—If someone has done 

something well and then you say right away “good job” and give them a cookie, that 

[may be seen] as a reinforcer and they will be way more likely to do [the same thing] the 

next time. If you do that repeatedly over time, then it can have the effect of changing the 

behaviour over time (P3, p. 27, lines 497-508).  

In short, “ABA is about reinforcing specific behaviours over time, to develop them” (P3, p. 13, 

lines 237-238).  

Intensive behavioural intervention. Charles also spoke about another form of ABA, a 

more specific form, called Intensive Behaviour Intervention (IBI). With this method, “kids work 

one-on-one with an IBI therapist and they are reinforced [to] display specific skills over and over 

and over again. They are basically constantly reinforced, sometimes with food, and sometimes 

with other things” (P3, p. 28-29, lines 509-512). However, Charles said that this method “is a bit 
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controversial, [but regardless] it is being embraced by the government, and so there is funding 

out there in the community for kids to get IBI” (P3, p. 27-28, lines 512-513).  
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Appendix J: Participant 4 Profile 

 

Serena Introduction 

 

 Serena is a military wife who has spent 18 years working in Special Education related 

positions. Her status as a military wife has kept her moving around to different locations, 

including: one of Eastern Canada’s Maritime provinces, a province West of Ontario, a city in the 

West Midlands, England, and a city in Eastern Ontario. Her shifts in location have allowed her to 

expand her knowledge on different issues pertaining to the field of Special Education, by 

experiencing what happens in different school districts across Canada and internationally.   

  Serena has experience working at the Central Office of a school district as an educator in 

in the Student Services office. She also has experience working as a system level Special 

Education Resource Teacher (SERT). Her role as a system level SERT was to assist students that 

came to her from different schools within the district’s school system. Serena later worked as a 

school-level SERT, assisting students in the school in which she worked who had 

exceptionalities. The remainder of her career experience has been spent in the classroom at the 

Junior/Intermediate level. In terms of Serena’s educational background, she has a degree in 

Business, a degree in Sociology, a Bachelor of Education, and a Master of Education in Policy.  

 Serena’s philosophy on teaching students with autism is two-fold. She believes that, 

“they have a right to an education” (P4, p. 7, line 105) and that, “it’s incumbent on the part of the 

education system to be responsive to their needs, as if they can learn” (P4, p. 7, lines 106-107). 

Serena’s description of her role as a teacher paints a picture of what she deems most important in 

working with students with ASD: “it’s about empowering kids to talk about what they need so 

that they learn. It’s really about the learning, it’s not about the teaching” (P4, p. 13, lines 229-

231). Her belief is that by focusing on learning rather than teaching it will enhance a students’ 
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ability to self-advocate and take charge of their own experience in the classroom. She argued, “if 

you are teaching kids how to listen to a teacher, then they don’t learn, what they learn is how to 

respond to directions” (P4, p. 13, lines 233-234). Serena’s responses during our interview 

demonstrated her concern for teachers needing to use their roles more effectively to ensure that 

all students learn and feel included in the classroom. She also stressed the need for all teachers to 

actively search for resources that may assist them in enhancing the learning experience of 

students with ASD in the classroom.  

Teacher Attitude and Disposition 

 Serena explained that her choice to specialize in working with students who have ASD 

was not a conscious one. She said,  

I didn’t choose, it just happened. There were kids who were diagnosed with autism, and I 

needed to learn more about autism. Then I needed to learn more about them, and then I 

needed to learn more about sensory [stimulation and preferred sensory practices], and I 

needed to learn more about communication, and I needed to learn more about visual 

supports…It just evolved out of what the kids needed. I didn’t say “okay I’m going to 

become an expert in autism,” I just had kids who were diagnosed with autism and had to 

learn about it (P4, p. 5, lines 73-79).  

Although Serena did not specifically choose to start working with students who have ASD, when 

those children entered her general education classroom, she made the best out of her new role 

and actively began learning about the diagnosis, the children in her classroom, and the strategies 

and resources that would help her better support these learners. Her active engagement in 

looking for ways to make her classroom more inclusive for students with ASD led to her being a 

specialist teacher. Despite the fact that she did not begin a teaching profession with the goal of 
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educating students with ASD, the passion behind her responses to the interview questions 

suggest that she came to value working with students with ASD.  

 Attitude as a barrier to ASD students’ educational experience. Serena sees “attitude” 

as being a major problem for students on the spectrum. Serena clarified what she meant by 

“attitude” by stating that the: “attitudes of their peers, attitudes of [the] parent community, and 

attitudes of school staff, have a huge impact on inclusion, not just for kids with autism but kids 

who are different in any way” (P4, p. 8, lines 129-131).  

 Serena explains that an extension to her philosophy on education focuses on whether or 

not people are actually being included. Serena reported that she struggled with the concept of 

whether students with exceptionalities are being included in schools or not 

because who gets to decide who’s included…that whole discrimination called ableism is 

just rampant in this world, and it drives me absolutely crazy. People are not willing to 

start talking about accessibility. You know, who cares if the building is accessible 

because that’s just geography. It’s about making concepts and ideas and information 

accessible and creating opportunities for students to be able to demonstrate what they 

know in ways that make sense to them (P4, p. 8-9, lines 135-142).  

Attitudinal continuum. Serena suggests that there is an attitudinal continuum when 

examining whether the classroom experiences of students with ASD are learning-

centered or teaching-centered. To clarify, Serena explains that 

on a continuum there are teachers who are, this is the curriculum expectation, this 

is how I’m teaching it, and if they can’t get it, that’s their problem. So that 

attitude is about the teacher and what the teacher is willing to do or not do—and 

then the onus rests with the student, to learn. The other end of the continuum is 
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learner-centered and about what does the learner need, what does the educator 

need to provide to that student so that they can grow and develop—so the onus is 

on the educator to facilitate learning. So, the attitude is that shift from being about 

teaching to about learning (P4, p. 12, lines 199-206).  

 Serena has found that there are teachers whose classroom instruction is more teaching-

centered (i.e., focused on what the teacher would like to do and what the teacher expects from 

students) as opposed to learner-centered (i.e., what resources, aids, tips, and tools students 

require from the teacher). She suggests that it may be beneficial for teachers to adopt a learner-

centered attitude to teaching, as a learner-centered attitude to teaching may aid in increasing 

student growth and development.   

School/Classroom Environment 

An Increase in Awareness of Autism Spectrum Disorder 

 It was surprising to learn that when Serena first started teaching she “didn’t really know 

that there were kids who had ASD” (P4, p. 3, lines 34-35). This, she admits, “sounds weird, but 

that’s where we were when I was teaching” (P4, p. 3, lines 35-36). She explained that an increase 

in an awareness of autism has played a large part in the apparent number of students with ASD in 

classrooms. When Serena first began teaching she mentioned that “there were very few kids with 

ASD in classrooms” (P4, p. 3, line 40) However, presently, she has noticed that over time “we 

have started to have more and more kids with autism come to school” (P4, p. 3, lines 39-40). 

Serena believes that there may not actually be an increase in the number of students with ASD 

entering general education classrooms, but rather, an increase in awareness of the diagnosis. She 

said:  
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I don’t know that there’s actually been an increase. I think that there is maybe an increase 

in awareness. As you know, I am talking now mostly about Ontario. As schools have 

become more inclusive, we now see more and more students with a diagnosis of autism. I 

do not know whether or not more kids are being diagnosed with autism, so that might be 

a part of it. I know certainly that there is greater awareness of students with autism (P4, p. 

4, lines 53-58).  

During her time working at a Student Support Centre “designed for students who were having 

behavioural problems in school” (P4, p. 3, lines 43-44), Serena recounts that “out of the nine kids 

(ranging from grades 1 to 4) who were in that Centre, six of them ended up being diagnosed with 

autism” (P4, p. 3, lines 44-45). Serena’s observation suggests that as the awareness of autism 

increases, so will the number of students with autism in classrooms. It is likely that there have 

always been students with autism in regular classrooms, but, as educators and the public become 

more aware of the diagnosis and more accepting of the diagnosis, there is a higher chance of 

more students being identified as having autism in classrooms. As Serena has taught for 23 

years, she recognizes that “the awareness of autism has changed so that now we have kids in 

school with autism in regular classrooms, and as part of the school population (P4, p. 3, lines 46-

48).  

Teacher Knowledge 

 Although Serena has been a classroom teacher, a school level SERT, and a system level 

SERT, she implied that she did not always feel prepared to teach the ASD student population.  

She said that “she didn’t choose, it just happened…I didn’t say okay I’m going to become an 

expert in autism, I just had kids who were diagnosed with autism and had to learn about autism” 

(P4, p. 5, lines 73-74). Although supporting students with ASD did not come easy to Serena at 
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first, she found that experimenting with different forms of resources was helpful in her pursuit to 

make her classroom more inclusive for students with ASD. She shared some of the resources 

which she used to help expand her knowledge on teaching students with ASD. She mentioned 

that she went to 

workshops. I got interested and read books. I talked to parents and I talked to students 

with autism….Whenever there was an assessment on a student, I read it. I followed the 

advice and recommendations given by occupational therapists and other professionals 

(e.g., speech language pathologists), and tried really hard to follow their 

recommendations. When I couldn’t, I invited them into my classroom and said help me 

do a better job (P4, p. 6-7, lines 96-102).  

Serena’s openness and willingness to seek and accept help allows her to better support the 

students in her classroom. Serena believes that it is important that students with ASD are not 

only learning, but that they are being given the opportunity to learn in a way that works for them 

and focuses on their strengths. Though she has been proactive over the years in her search for 

strategies and resources which help her to expand on her inclusionary practices, she recognizes 

that there are teachers who know little or nothing about the diagnosis or teaching strategies to 

ameliorate the diagnosis. She states:  

I still meet lots of teachers who have never taught anyone who has autism, and I have met 

lots of teachers who know nothing, and they could have kids with autism in their class 

and they have no idea [how to support them]. They might know that the student has 

autism, but they do not really change anything they do (P4, p. 4, lines 58-64).  

Serena explained that engaging with different materials and resources and testing out different 

strategies that she learns about through her self-driven research has allowed her to “develop a 
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skill-set” (P4, p. 6, line 84) over time, and as a result teaching students with ASD has now 

become “automatic” (P4, p. 5, line 85) to her. Although Serena is self-motivated in findings 

ways to support students with ASD, what is problematic to her is that although she is “working at 

a school where we have a high number of students who are very high functioning with autism, 

the teacher population does not see it that way because they have not worked with kids whose 

autism really gets in their way” (P4, p. 6, lines 85-88).  

 Increasing teacher knowledge on educating students with ASD. Serena acknowledged 

that there is a multitude of resources available for teachers who would like to expand their 

knowledge on alternative teaching practices, including strategies that may be specifically used 

with students who have ASD. Serena raised concern that we (i.e., educators) do not “always 

appreciate” (P4, p. 9, line 156) the voices of individuals with disabilities because the school 

system tends to focus on “the able people and whether or not people with disabilities drive them 

crazy” (P4. p. 9, lines 167-168). As a result, said Serena, “we have policies and processes that 

create barriers to participation…and I think even well-intentioned people, including myself, 

[begin] discriminating against people [with disabilities, because they have been placed in a box 

where they are seen as separate from able-bodied individuals] (P4, p. 9, lines 153-155). Serena 

believes that this way of thinking means that “we’ve got it backwards” (P4, p. 10, line 168). She 

suggested that one of the best resources for teachers to consult when they are unsure of how to 

support students with ASD in their class is to “go to the experts and that includes people who 

have autism, for them to explain to us what it is like” (P4, p. 9, lines 156-157). However, 

consulting one-on-one with individuals with autism about their diagnosis may be easier with 

older age groups (i.e., junior/intermediate/senior) as young children on the spectrum may be non-

verbal and unable to communicate. Serena also finds that books on autism are helpful. There is 
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one in particular that she mentioned called The Reason I Jump which she asks other teachers at 

her school to read “so that people can have an understanding from the perspective of someone 

with autism, how the world works” (P4, p. 9-19, lines 158-160).  Serena’s beliefs are the catalyst 

that drive her to search for resources to aid her in educating the students with ASD in her 

classroom. Her responses demonstrate that inclusion begins with a teacher’s desire to support 

students with ASD in their classroom. If teachers search for assistance online and in their 

community, there is a multitude of information available.   

Student/Teacher Relationships 

 Serena’s aspiration to learn about her students and their needs allows her to build positive 

relationships with her students, which she mentions is one of the most important goals that she 

has as a teacher. She believes that a give and take relationship strengthens communication 

between teacher and student. She reflected back on her experiences saying,  

what I have figured out is that if you take a small step with anybody [towards] building a 

positive relationship, whether or not they are on the spectrum, and they have learned to 

trust you, they will do a lot more…when you respect somebody, they act like a person 

who is respected. When you disrespect somebody, they act like a disrespected person. 

When you think that somebody is capable, they will [be]. When you are responsive to 

people’s needs, people will share what their needs are with you, so they will increase that 

communication with you, and when you acknowledge that something is a challenge and 

difficult for them, that is okay because all of us find something challenging and difficult 

(P4, p. 15-16, lines 270-283).  

Serena believes that this approach is not only relevant to students with ASD, it is relevant to all 

students, and in fact, all people. When people feel as though their peers, colleagues, teachers, 
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parents, etc. genuinely support them and believe in their ability to achieve their goals, it may 

increase one’s motivation to reach those goals because they themselves will think, I am 

“capable” (P4, p. 16, line 281). Serena advocates for positive encouragement because she 

believes it to be a strong motivational tool.  

Wish List 

  There are four things that Serena wishes she either had access to, or that could be 

achieved by the community so that she could better include students with ASD in her classroom. 

The first thing she wished for was, “a greater awareness of people with autism—by peers, 

support staff, and the parent community (P4, p. 27, lines 481-482). The second was for “a 

curriculum that takes into account differences in students” (P4, p. 25, lines 481-482). Her third 

wish was for “a really cool classroom, just like the physical space itself—a bigger classroom 

with more flexible kinds of seating and resources in it” (P4, p. 25, lines 482-484).  

When given a scenario where Serena had the ability to influence the minds of decision 

makers at the board or ministry level, she asked for “Universal Design for Learning—fully 

implemented and understood as a framework rather than [as] a teaching stance” (P4, p. 25, lines 

500-501).   

Educational Priority/Focus 

Focus on the Child, Not the Diagnosis 

 As Serena reflects on her own teaching experience and her knowledge of other teachers’ 

classroom practices, she notices that when educational professionals determine what strategies 

and practices to use in schools they often make their decisions based on what they deem 

beneficial for an “able person” (P4, p. 10, line 178), i.e., a person who is not diagnosed with 

ASD. Serena believes that this creates an unfair advantage for the “able” students in the 
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classroom. As a result, students with ASD are put on a separate level compared to their non-ASD 

peers.  

 One of Serena’s main concerns with students with ASD being viewed as separate or 

different from their non-ASD peers is that it brings up the issue of “being accepted socially. 

Being part of the classroom, being part of the school, and being able to actively participate in 

every aspect if that student is interested” (P4, p. 9, lines 145-147). She expressed her frustration 

by saying, “who gets to decide who gets accepted?” (P4, p. 10, line 175).  

 Serena believes in equity of education for all learners. She shared her viewpoint: “What 

we are trying to do in education is to grow a brain. All brains grow the same way” (P4, p. 10, 

lines 186-187). She states that it is important for educators to ask themselves, “are we giving the 

student enough access to the things that will grow their brain?” (P4, p. 10, line 192). She believes 

that:  

For some [kids] it’s really easy to grow their brain, and other kids it’s more complicated. 

When you look at how brains grow and develop, they all grow and develop in the same 

way—so it is about creating those opportunities that will cause the brain to grow, rather 

than saying these are the only opportunities I am going to give you [based on methods of 

instruction geared towards able individuals] (P4, p. 10, line 192).  

As a fundamental part of her pedagogy, Serena practices differentiated instruction (DI). She 

believes that educators are responsible for creating opportunities that will aid in enhancing the 

academic, social and emotional development of all students in the classroom, regardless of 

diagnosis. The ultimate goal is to figure out what each individual student needs and incorporate 

specific strategies into lessons that help students learn the content at hand. When Serena says that 

all brains grow in the same way, she means that every student has the potential to learn new 
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information, and that the ways in which information is presented may aid in students 

understanding of the material being presented. It is important for educators to focus on the 

method by which that instruction is organized for students.  

 During out interview Serena posed this question: “Are we causing the brains of all 

children to grow? (P4, p. 10, line 194), to which she answered, “I would have to say, in 

education, we are not doing that—and it is because there are barriers and a lot of those barriers 

are attitudinal about what education is and is not” (P4, p. 10-11, lines 194-196).  

 Strategies for students with ASD are beneficial for all learners. Serena argued that 

educators often view strategies and resources for teaching ASD and non-ASD students through a 

binary lens. However, Serena believes that strategies specifically used for students with ASD are 

beneficial for all learners, and in fact, strategies for non-ASD students are also beneficial for 

students with ASD. She states, “it has nothing to do with autism…it is about focusing on the 

learning…it is about what they need so that they learn” (P4, p. 13, lines 230-231). Serena gives 

an example demonstrating why it is important for educators to not get caught up in thinking 

about teaching strategies as being only for one certain population of students. She states that 

teachers may have some “kids who probably are close to meeting the diagnostic criteria for 

autism but miss on one or two points, so they are not diagnosed as being on the spectrum. The 

techniques that you would use for a student on the spectrum would probably be very beneficial to 

them” (P4, p. 23, lines 432-435).  

Serena suggested that learning across students is a continuum, regardless of diagnosis. 

Categorizing teaching strategies into: (a) traditional teaching strategies (for non-ASD students) 

and (b) teaching strategies for students with ASD may result in unsuccessful education, and she 

believes that we as educators need to “change the lens” (P4, p. 11, line 177).  
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Classroom Practices/Strategies 

Creating Opportunities for Students with ASD to Participate in Activities of Interest 

 As part of Serena’s attempt to create a classroom based on equity for all, she actively 

makes a point of getting to know her students and finding out what their interests are. She uses 

her students interests as a foundation and find avenues for learning shaped by the things they are 

interested in. In doing so, she creates opportunities for her students to participate in activities of 

interest. For example, Serena said:  

If the student is interested in being in the band, we find a way to help them be a part of 

the band, and in a legitimate and authentic way. If they are interested in being on the 

football team—and it may mean that they don’t make the team—but how can they 

contribute to the team (P4, p. 8, lines 147-151).  

Serena believes that “creating space for everybody so that everybody can participate to the best 

of their ability is what we really want” (P4, p. 9, lines 152-153).  

Breaking a Task into Small Steps to Achieve a Goal (“Chaining”)  

 Serena contends that one of the most concerning issues surrounding the education of 

students with ASD is that oftentimes, students with ASD are “undereducated” (P4, p. 15, line 

250). She used an example of one student in particular who was “undereducated because no one 

thought that he was capable” (P4, p. 15, line 250). Serena said that although this student was 

“very smart” (P4, p. 13, line 249) he ended up being undereducated as his “autism got in the 

way” (P4, p. 14, line 249) of his learning. Serena discussed her thoughts on how to maximize the 

strengths of students with ASD by thinking of the end goal that you would like the students to 

learn and guiding the students towards that goal by taking small steps and breaking it down for 

them into manageable chunks. She said that what has worked for her is:  
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Thinking about what I want them to do and how to move them towards being 

successful…and to take the time that is needed to move them through it, especially if it is 

about a new skill. It is really worth backing it up and going at it slowly because when you 

go through that process with them, then hopefully those skills that they develop with 

transfer to other new situations (P4, p. 17, lines 294-299).  

In doing so, Serena says that “what you are really teaching them is how to learn and how to 

approach new things” (P4, p. 17, lines 299-300).  

Serena explained how she broke a task down into manageable chunks for this student in 

particular. She reported: “I knew he could learn how to graph but he was very resistant” (P4, p. 

15, line 251). She recalls that “he was very good at illustrating and labeling stuff very detailed, 

so when there were those kinds of assignments he shined” (P4, p. 15, lines 263-264). She thought 

that his illustrating skill-set could transfer over and give him success in graphing. Serena 

strategized with other educators to help the student become more comfortable with graphing by 

slowly introducing him to the concept, taking it slowly, and breaking the task down into smaller 

steps. For example, she reported:  

We put a piece of graphing paper on the table and left it there for a minute and then took 

it off, and that was it for the day. Then the next day I put it on for 5 minutes, and then 

eventually he sat down at the table with the graphing paper. That’s how we had to work 

at it. Anyways, he is in high school now and guess what he is really good at? Graphing! 

(P4, p. 15, lines 251-256).  

Transitioning between locations. Serena also likes to break down the process of 

transitioning from one location to another for students with autism, to help in reducing 

the anxiety they may feel surrounding an abrupt change in their environment. She 
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explained that at the time of the interview she had “some kids in grade six who [were] 

transitioning to grade seven and eight—which is the rotary system, and it is [a system that 

they are not used to] and they are going into a completely different section of the 

building” (P4, p. 18, lines 312-314). Serena reported that to ease students into 

transitioning between different locations:  

We’re going to be visiting the classrooms when the classrooms are empty. Then 

were going to visit the classrooms when just the classroom teacher is there. Then 

were going to visit the classroom when other students are there but not for very 

long. Then were going to eventually get the students to bring some work and 

work in that classroom—were going to get them to watch the rotary transition 

happen and then talk to them about what that will look like and feel like, and then 

if we can we will get them to actually be in a room and watch the kids leave the 

room and the other kids come in, and then eventually get them to do the transition 

(P4, p. 18, lines 314-321).  

Serena said that chaining is “really about breaking it down for this group [i.e., students with 

ASD] and reducing anxiety” (P4, p. 18, lines 321-322). As seen in the quote above, breaking the 

rotary system down for students and showing them exactly what they can expect the following 

year, may help to relieve some of the anxiety around a process that is currently unknown to 

them. As well, assisting students in learning new skills that they may require in the near future 

helps to set them up for future successes. 

Body Breaks 

 Serena is mindful of the anxiety that surrounds learning for all students in the class, not 

limited to those with ASD. She reports that she has had positive experiences with allowing her 
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students to take body breaks. She said, “I have had kids who have worked for 5 minutes, and 

then they sit quietly for 2 minutes—or get up and get a fidget [toy] or something” (P4, p. 17, 

lines 328-330). Serena explains that she uses body breaks as a tool to:  

Get them to become responsible for their own sensory [stimulation] in the classroom. So, 

making sure that they have all the tools and resources that they need in their desk and 

teaching them how to use those tools so that they can sustain attention—recognizing 

when they need a break, and sometimes that’s just putting your pencil down and looking 

around the room (P4, p. 19, lines 332-336).  

Serena raises a good point, “everybody stops and takes breaks, but for some reason we think kids 

on the spectrum, when they do that, that’s not a good thing” (P4, p. 17-18, lines 335-336). If 

teachers demonstrate for their students how to take breaks “in a way that is socially accepted” 

(P4, p. 18, line 339) it has the potential to minimize any impending issues that may arise from 

students being unaware of how to conduct themselves when they need a break. For example:  

Needing a break and putting your pencil down or turning the brightness down/lowering 

your laptop screen and looking around the room, or sitting back and stretching, or asking 

to get a drink of water, or taking out a fidget, or whatever it is that you need to do for that 

break, those are all accepted ways to take a break (P4, p. 19, lines 341-344).  

Conversely, Serena said that “needing a break and throwing your computer across the classroom, 

and getting up and running around the room is unaccepted and people aren’t comfortable with 

that” (P4, p. 19, lines 344-346). Serena’s responses demonstrate that she encourages her students 

to recognize when they need a break, and to take their break in a socially acceptable way that 

does not disrupt their peers.  

Fidget Toys 
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 Serena advocates for the use of fidget toys as a tool to reduce stress and anxiety for 

students with ASD in the classroom. Although she finds fidget toys to be a helpful tool, she 

recognizes that there are some fidget toys that “are very distracting and can actually become the 

source of some [behaviour-related] challenges, because kids are using them when they don’t 

actually need them” (P4, p. 20, lines 361-362).  

 Although Serena believes that fidget toys “are helpful…they benefit kids” (P4, p. 19, 

lines 362-363), she takes steps to ensure that her students are only using fidget toys to aid them 

with their social/communication related skills, and in their academics. She explained: “I have my 

kids look at all their fidgets and describe to me why they like them and when (i.e., in what 

situations) they think they can use them” (P4, p. 19, lines 363-364). She asks her students, “how 

do these help you focus? How do they help you reduce stress and anxiety” (P4, p. 19, lines 365-

366)? Serena acknowledges that certain fidget toys are better suited to specific situations than 

others, and for this reason she keeps a multitude of different fidget toys in her classroom for 

different situations and different purposes. Serena suggests using fidget toys to aid students in 

making “transitions” (P4, p. 20, line 373) between locations. She also finds fidget toys to be 

useful in helping students with their concentration during teacher instruction or teacher-lead 

activities.  

 


	ABSTRACT
	DEDICATION
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
	TABLE OF CONTENTS
	LIST OF TABLES
	CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
	Purpose and Research Questions
	Key Terms
	Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
	Specialist Teacher
	Inclusion

	Rationale
	Overview of Thesis

	CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
	Inclusion of Exceptional Learners in Ontario
	Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
	Differentiated Instruction (DI)
	Response To Intervention (RTI)

	Teacher Beliefs on Inclusion of Students with ASD in General Education Classrooms
	Supports Required for Teachers of Students with ASD
	Challenges of Students with ASD and Challenges for Working with Students with ASD
	Particular Challenges Faced by Students with ASD
	Challenges of Teaching Inclusively from the General Education Teacher’s Perspective

	Interventions and Practices Used with Students with ASD
	Disability Awareness
	Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA)
	Visual Supports
	Relaxation Spaces
	Video Modelling
	Assistive Technology Devices

	Summary

	CHAPTER 3: METHODS
	Research Design
	Sampling Procedure
	Recruitment
	Participants

	Role of the Researcher
	Ameliorating the Potential for Bias
	Data Collection
	In-depth open-ended Interviews

	Data Analysis
	Analysis of Interviews


	CHAPTER 4: SUMMARY OF MAIN FINDINGS
	Theme One: Teacher Attitude and Disposition
	Motivated to Teach Students with ASD
	Teacher Resiliency

	Theme Two: Educational Priority/Focus
	Focus on Personal Goals, Not Curriculum
	Education for Students with ASD as a Binary System
	Make the Classroom Physically Safe

	Theme Three: School and Classroom Environment
	Teacher Knowledge
	Expert Support/Collaboration
	Student/Teacher Relationships
	The Impact of the Physical Environment on Learning for Students with ASD
	Wish List

	Theme Four: Classroom Practices and Strategies
	Practices and Strategies that Improve Social/Communication Skills
	Zones of Regulation
	Avoid Generalizations when Teaching Social Skills
	Peer Support Networks
	Fidget Toys
	Developing Social Skills for use in Different Contexts
	Structured Play
	Developing Social/Communication Skills of non-verbal Students

	Practices and Strategies that Improve Student Engagement
	Targeting Students’ Interests
	Reward System

	Practices and Strategies that Target Individual Accommodation
	Building on Tangible Resources to Cater to Specific Needs
	Chaining (Scaffolding)

	Practices and Strategies that Target Behaviours Related to Transitioning
	Video Modelling and PowerPoint
	Make the Environment Predictable
	Adjusting to New Stimuli in the Environment
	Breaking Down the Act of Transitioning Between Locations

	Practices and Strategies that Target Behaviours Related to Inattention
	Body Breaks
	Social Mapping
	Visuals as Prompters
	Visual Schedules

	Practices and Strategies that Target Behaviours Related to Aggression
	Functional Behaviour Analysis (ABC charts)

	Summarizing Chapter 4

	CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION
	Connections with the Literature
	Teacher Attitude and Disposition
	Educational Priority/Focus
	School and Classroom Environment
	Classroom Practices and Strategies

	Revisiting the Purpose
	Answering the Research Questions
	Question 1: Specialist Teachers’ Beliefs
	Question 2: Helpful Supports
	Question 3: Challenges Seen for Working with Students with ASD
	Question 4: Practices Found Most Beneficial for Students with ASD

	Limitations and Strengths of Study
	Recommendations
	Recommendations for Practice
	Recommendations for Policy
	Recommendations for Future Research

	Concluding Thoughts

	REFERENCES
	APPENDICES
	Appendix A: Recruitment Email
	Appendix B: Combined Letter of Information and Consent Form
	Appendix C: Interview Questions
	Appendix D: General Research Ethics Board Approvals
	Appendix E: Two-page sample of coded transcript
	Appendix F: Resources that Summarize Policies Related to Special Education
	Appendix G: Participant 1 Profile
	Appendix H: Participant 2 Profile
	Appendix I: Participant 3 Profile
	Appendix J: Participant 4 Profile


