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Abstract

Given the increased identification of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), the need for a familiarity with this rather perplexing disability has also increased. Today, there is a greater need for training and education in various strategies that can accommodate students with ASD in general education settings. The purpose of this study is to determine if general education teachers have the knowledge of teaching strategies, accommodations, and curricular modifications to effectively serve the mild to moderate population of students with Autism.
Autism Spectrum Disorder and 

General Education Teacher Preparation
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported that between 1994 and 2003, the number of students receiving special education services with an autism diagnosis increased six-fold (Goodman and Williams, 2007). This topic has educational and legal relevance for both general education teachers and the children with disabilities that they serve. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) requires the school to consider modifications in the regular classroom before moving the child to a more restrictive placement. This means that regular classroom teachers sometimes need specialized training to deal with a child’s special needs. The IDEA requires state educational agencies to develop plans for personnel development, requires school districts to provide such training, and does not allow the district to plead “lack of qualified staff” as a justification for removing a child from the regular classroom. Although standards have risen for both students and teachers since the late 1990’s, resources needed to strengthen the teaching workforce have declined significantly. Since 2000-01, total allocations for major teacher professional development programs have decreased from $222 million to approximately $62 million in 2003-04 (Center for the Future of Teaching and Learning [CFTL], 2004).

A Review of the Literature


Teacher preparation. Teacher credentialing programs are a significant resource for training as it relates to children with exceptionalities; however, required coursework in special populations is minimal. According to the University Graduate Catalogs from three of four prominent Southern California Universities offering teacher credentialing programs in both multiple and single subjects, only one course related to teaching children with special needs is required (California State University, San Bernardino, 2007; National University, 2007; University of La Verne, 2007). Azusa Pacific University (2007) does not require a course in special populations. Although the required courses address special populations, including English learners and cultural diversity, the coursework is broad and focuses on several disabilities rather than pinpointing disabilities more prevalent in the classroom.

In addition, California’s persistent economic downturn and budget deficit has caused greatly reduced funding for various professional development support programs. This impacts the ability of California schools and students to meet state standards and new federal requirements, as well as raises concern for California’s students, especially those who are underperforming. California’s major professional initiatives have been significantly affected by budget cuts. These include California Professional Development Institutes, California Subject Matter Projects, Mathematics and Reading Professional Development Program, and Peer Assistance and Review. In addition, categorical funding, which includes teacher development programs for 22 Kindergarten through 12th grade education programs, are being folded into general funds of school districts and county offices of education. The districts may use these funds as they see fit. There are no State imposed criteria or requirements stating how the funds are to be spent. On one hand, districts would not have to spend the money on teacher development at all, and could spend the money on any number of pressing local expenses. On the other hand, districts and county offices of education would have more flexibility, allowing them to tailor teacher development programs to support the unique needs of their staff and students, which could help reduce inefficiencies and redundancies that result from the current collection of categorical funds for teacher development (CFTL, 2004).
Strategies. One major challenge for students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is making sense of the lesson format and routine. A slight variation from the “normal routine” can present a challenge for both the teacher and the student. Teachers often vary from the daily routine to present mini-lessons in order to connect prior knowledge. Students with ASD need concrete and specific structures and carefully planned lessons. One strategy that can be utilized would be to highlight the most important concepts of the lesson. Students with ASD tend to become overwhelmed and frustrated with too much material. Because students with ASD do not easily pick out the most important information, it would be helpful if they had an outline of the lesson. Key concepts can be discussed and highlighted to pin-point the most valuable information (Shore, 2001). 


Graphic and visual organizers can effectively depict relationships for key ideas. Students with ASD benefit most from having a graphic organizer or a map already filled out for them. Due to the lack of fine-motor skills in most students with ASD it can become difficult to write large amounts of material. It would highly benefit the student to access the graphic organizer that has key components filled in. This will call on their strong abilities to visualize information and successfully complete the task given (Robertson, Chamberlain, and Kasari, 2003).

Students with ASD can become frustrated with complex and multiple-step assignments. If a task involves multiple components, it would suite the student and teacher best if the task is broken down into clear manageable parts so that the student can be successful. The teacher should discuss the expectations of the assignment before hand and state exactly what the assignment should entail, such as the length of the assignment (Shore, 2001).  


Students with ASD may find it challenging to pay attention to classroom instruction, especially when the content is not related to their particular area of interest (Winter-Messiers, 2007). This is a typical characteristic of many students with ASD and is often a source of frustration for their teachers. Often students with ASD exhibit high levels of intelligence, and this can be misinterpreted as intentional defiance. When the area of interest has been lost, often an assignment will not be completed simply due to loss of interest. According to Marks, et al. (2003), it is often best to minimize adult interactions during the times that the student is off task. Instead, it has been found that effective strategies minimize teacher verbal prompts to stay on task. Setting up alternative “cueing” systems for bringing the student back to the task can be challenging, but planning ahead can help avoid unnecessary power struggles that further increase time away from the task. 


Many students with ASD are unable to efficiently process auditory input and may miss verbal cues or withdraw during verbal instruction. According to Kaplan & Steele (2005) and Grandin (2002), many of these students benefit from auditory focus cues such as ringing a bell, rhythmic clapping, music, and language presented in a song. These strategies are used to gain student’s attention before instruction is delivered, when transitioning from one activity to another, and during listening activities. 


One area of concern is addressing difficulties students with ASD experience with transitioning from one activity to the next. According to Marks, et al. (2003) classroom activities rarely follow a sequence whereby a task is fully completed before moving on to the next activity. Often one activity will need to be completed at a later date. For student with ASD, this can be highly confusing and disconcerting, because their characteristic rigid thinking may make it difficult to put away something that is not complete to the level that they feel is appropriate. By providing the student with a visual and concrete structure this will help ease this type of transition. One example of this would be to provide specific and concrete beginning and endpoints, even with activities that may continue over several days or class periods. The teacher could make colored plastic clips with the days of the week written on them. When recess starts, or when it is time to move on to the next activity, place one of the plastic clips that says “Monday” on it at the point where the student stopped. Or a simple activities schedule can be made and placed on the student’s desk with a box to “check off” when activity is completed. 


Whole-class instruction can be particularly challenging for students with ASD, both because high amounts of auditory information and potential disinterest in the content. According to Marks, et al. (2003), Creative strategies that increase the student’s interest, as well as those that increase accountability for attending, are key to increasing the student’s attention during whole-class instruction. An example of this would be to embed additional activities within the lesson to increase the student’s interest and motivation for listening to the class lecture. The teacher can develop a list of words that might be said during a lecture. Then the teacher can give the student a marker and a list of those words. Every time a word from the list is spoken during the lecture the student can highlight the word they hear. This information can then be graphed. This will provide the student with an alternative and potentially interesting reason for listening to the teacher. Also, extraneous distractions can be minimized by seating the student up front and position the student where there will be the least amount of visual distractions. 


Learning strategies, such as mnemonic devices provide the systematic and concrete steps that are highly beneficial for students with ASD. Students can easily remember these strategies because the steps are linked by the acronym that serves as the mnemonic. Teachers can help students use these strategies for many tasks, such as reading for content, when deciphering vocabulary words, or when taking a test. According to Marks, et al. (2003), these types of strategies appeal to the way many students with ASD learn. The teacher can make rhythms or sayings to help the student remember a fact or idea. One way to implement this would be to use the expression “Every good boy does fine” which represents the E-G-B-D-F notes on a musical scale. Another mnemonic would be “Please excuse my dear aunt Sally” which represents the order of operations in math (parenthesis, exponents, multiplication, division, addition and subtraction). 


By accepting an alternate mode for completing an assignment, the teacher can ensure success for a student who would otherwise feel overwhelmed. Students with ASD can become overwhelmed with certain assignments, thus the teacher can think about an alternative assignment that can demonstrate what he or she has learned. By breaking down the assignment or giving an alternative assignment the student can be successful and still be held to a standard that the other students are held to. The teacher needs to be clear and specify the expectations such as the length of the assignment. An example of this could be to reduce the requirements for the writing assignment by having the student write a list of adjectives or vocabulary words they have learned as opposed to a lengthy writing paper, or even videotaping the assignment. Another option would be to allow the student to use a keyboarding device to take notes or complete an assignment. By giving options the student will find it easier to participate (Jennett, Harris, and Mesibov, 2003).


The following principles are key to setting up a positive instructional environment that can prevent frustration for both the students and the teacher: 1. Provide concrete and specific information and expectations. 2. Prepare the student ahead of time. 3. Use visual representations to the maximum extent possible. 4. Accept alternatives for completing classroom assignments and demonstrating what has been learned. Implementing these strategies, may help teachers create a positive and responsive classroom setting (Shore, 2001).

Method and Participants

The researchers surveyed 31 teachers from an elementary school, middle school, and high school. The schools were conveniently selected based upon the researcher’s place of employment. The survey (see Appendix A), was distributed to all regular education teachers at each school site. Three teachers at the elementary school, fourteen teachers from the middle school, and fourteen teachers from the high school responded to the survey. The average teacher surveyed had been teaching for just over eleven years. It is important to note, however, that the teacher experience ranged from a teacher in his or her first year of teaching, to a teacher who had been teaching for 35 years. The elementary and middle school teachers held multiple subject credentials and therefore taught in at least two different subject areas. The elementary school teachers taught all subjects in a self-contained classroom and the middle school teachers taught either two subjects or physical education. The high school teachers held single subject credentials.
Results


The purpose of this study was twofold: first, to determine how comfortable regular education teachers felt with the idea of a student with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) being placed in the regular education classroom and second, to determine if teachers felt prepared to teach students with ASD. Of the teachers surveyed, 55% stated that the idea of having a student with ASD in their classroom brought a degree of anxiety, due in part to a lack of preparation or a lack of experience. When asked, “What feelings may accompany the idea or possibility of having a child with Autism in your classroom?” one participant replied, “the feeling that I need to research quality educational strategies to meet their needs the best that I can.” Another responded, “I’d be worried that I would not be qualified to meet the student’s needs.” It appeared that when some think of ASD, they assume that the disability is severe, as 16% of the participants assumed that an Instructional Aide would accompany the student into the classroom. One respondent stated, “I would be very apprehensive until I learned how the child would function in my class. Assuming that the child would have a one-on-one aide and that I would be advised ahead of time of his or her cognition level …I would hopefully be more comfortable with the idea." The participants were asked about their perceptions of students with Autism as it relates to their ability to succeed in a general education classroom. Sixteen of the participants stated or implied that the success of a student with ASD in a general education class depended upon the severity of the disorder. They all agreed that the higher the functioning of the student with ASD, the more likely that student will be successful. One teacher stated, "It depends on their abilities. Those that are high-functioning are definitely capable of working well in a general education classroom. Some may be better suited for an environment that allows them to learn basic skills that are foundational. I still think they should be exposed to as much grade-level content as possible." The participants were then asked if they had serviced any students with ASD and 48% stated that in their teaching career they had never serviced a student with ASD. When developing the survey, the researchers were curious if regular education teachers felt they had access to special education teachers for additional support if needed. At least seventy-four percent of those surveyed felt they had access to special education resources, as it is necessary to note that six percent did not respond to the question and another six percent felt they only had some access to a special education resources. 

As stated earlier, the second purpose of the survey was to assess if teachers felt prepared to teach students with ASD. When the participants were asked to comment on the amount of training or coursework they have received or taken part in to help prepare them to teach students with ASD, 45% responded with none and 52% stated or implied that the only training they have received was in a teacher in-service provided by their district or the special populations class required by their teacher preparation coursework. Such classes focus on special populations, not solely on ASD. Therefore, at most, those who took the special populations course, spent only one class session on ASD. The survey also asked the participants to note any strategies, accommodations, and/or modifications used to address the needs of students with Autism. The participants used their experience, as well as their training and education, to respond to this question. The following strategies, accommodations, and modifications were listed: one-on-one aide, seating changes, teach and encourage organizational and social skills, modify work or the length of an assignment, give additional time to complete an assignment, use a buddy system, allow students to type assignments or illustrate vocabulary, give clearly written directions, utilize redirections, give individualized attention, arrange for additional space, allow peer tutoring, utilize small groups, rephrase questions, collaborate with parents, give hard copies of notes, provide a “wiggle seat,” allow the use of pencil grips, utilize raised clipboards for fine motor development, develop a flexible schedule, allow student to move when necessary, and be patient.
Discussion
 

It was evident from both the literature and the survey that the preparation teachers receive for working with students with ASD is lacking. One course in special populations is too minimal, yet that seems to be the norm. The survey results showed that many teachers felt unprepared to teach students with ASD, however state and federal guidelines require students with disabilities to be placed in the least restrictive environment, which for children with mild to moderate ASD is usually the general education classroom. If teachers feel unprepared to teach students with ASD and their credentialing programs do not adequately prepare them, then the needs of the students with ASD are not being met. The need for training and preparation is also lacking in professional development, due to budget cuts. In essence, teachers are being expected to figure out how to meet the needs of students with ASD on their own, with virtually no support. 

The survey results showed that teachers listed strategies and accommodations that are broad, general, and used for multiple learning styles, as opposed to specific, research based strategies that are utilized when working with students with ASD. Many of their strategies are commonly found in a classroom using differentiated instruction, such as small group work, preferential seating, extended time on assignments, modifying assignments, and peer tutoring. Strategies that are proven to work for students with ASD include: highlighting key concepts, using graphic and visual organizers, giving instruction one step at a time, maximizing their area of interest, giving auditory clues, maintaining consistent schedules, keeping the student’s interested, and using mnemonics. It is apparent that teachers have a general idea of strategies that can help them to work with students with ASD, which may have come from experience, as opposed to training and education. An increase in the importance placed on training and teacher preparation may allow the teacher to more effectively meet the needs of their students with ASD.   
Limitations and Further Research
One limitation to the results of the survey is there was little response from elementary school teachers. However, despite the limited number of responses, it is important to note that symptoms displayed by higher functioning students with Autism Spectrum Disorder, such as Asperger’s Syndrome, are less noticeable in elementary school when compared to students who have not been diagnosed with ASD. Therefore, lack of responses from the elementary school teachers may not have impacted the results of the survey significantly. Another possible limitation may be that the survey failed to address what population the teachers may have worked with in the past. It looked at the current subject and population that the teacher is working with, not possible relevant past experience that may include special populations.

It would be beneficial to research the effects of additional district based teacher preparation and credentialing requirements as it relates to the ability of the teacher to effectively meet the needs of the student with ASD. Rather than focusing on a broad range of disabilities, the courses offered should focus more on disabilities that are prevalent in the classroom and disabilities that are becoming more common, such as ASD. It may be beneficial to perform a longitudinal study on a group of teachers given the additional training and their students’ ability to perform well on the California Standards Test (CST) versus teachers who have not been given the additional training and their students’ performance on the CST.
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Appendix A

Informed Consent

Jonathan Carson, Nathan Coombs, and Michelle Williams, graduate students at California State University San Bernardino are conducting a research project as part of the requirements of EDUC 607 – Research in Education, instructed by Enrique Murillo Jr., Ph. D. 

The purpose of the study is to determine if teachers feel qualified or prepared with strategies, methodologies, accommodations, and approaches to meet the needs of the included student with Autism. The State of California is moving in the direction of including more and more students with disabilities in the general education classroom and we hypothesize that teachers feel unprepared and/or unqualified to meet such a challenge. As part of our research project, we are asking General Education Teachers to complete a survey that addresses the issue of meeting the needs of included students with Autism. Our deadline for this research project is December 3, 2007. We would appreciate it if those participating could complete the attached survey in a timely manner, preferably by November 2, 2007.

When the attached survey has been completed, please place the survey in the manila envelope in [Jonathan Carson’s, Nathan Coombs’, and Michelle William’s] mail box. This will aide in confidentiality. Thank you very much for taking the time to complete the survey.

Participants may withdraw from this study at any time without penalty.

There are no perceived risks in participating in this study. One benefit to this study would be that additional research may be completed in this area in the future, with the goal in mind of revamping the induction and teacher preparation programs to include additional preparation, support, and strategies that are useful when working with included students with Autism.

Your participation is strictly voluntary and will not be compensated.

If you have questions regarding your rights or injuries, please contact: 

Jonathan Carson at carsj300@csusb.edu

Nathan Coombs at ncoombs1@verizon.net

Michelle Williams at shellyburd@hotmail.com
This research has been approved by the Institutional Review Board at California State University San Bernardino.

What grade level(s) do you currently teach?

What subject(s) do you currently teach?

How long have you been teaching?
Do you feel you have access to special education support at your site if needed?  

1.  What are your perceptions of students with Autism as it relates to their ability to succeed in a general education classroom?

2.  What, if any training or coursework in your credential program, have you had with servicing the educational and/or behavioral needs of students with Autism?

3.  What feelings may accompany the idea / possibility of having a child with Autism in your classroom?

4.  What, if any, experiences have you had with children with Autism in your classroom?  How many have you serviced?

5.  What, if any, strategies, accommodations, and/or modifications have you implemented in order to the address the needs of your students with Autism?

Thank you for participating in this survey.  Please place in my mailbox by Friday (11/2).

