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[bookmark: _Hlk124715538]Research question: What are the learning experiences of pupils diagnosed with autistic spectrum disorder in a mainstream setting?

The specific objective of this paper is to conduct an explorative case study within my placement school that will extend my knowledge and understanding for professional practice and gain understanding of specific support strategies that is available and utilised for learners diagnosed with Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD). 
This research study was implemented in a primary school within South Wales. Currently there are around eighteen percent of learners with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) which is slightly higher than the national average which is approximately eleven percent (School guide,2022). The research will take place within a mixed ability year two class where I will focus on two pupils that have been diagnosed with ASD and receive one to one support. The use of triangulation will be conducted to collect data, this is where Information is gathered through three individual research methods (Carter. Et al, 2014). 
 The three methods I will practice are participant and staff observation schedules, Field notes will be documented, and three members of staff will be participating in a structured interviewed as part of this research study.
It is my experience of observing and working with children with ASD while on professional teaching practice that has driven this research and the main issue I aim to address from this research study is the inclusivity and support that is established for learners with ALN, specifically ASD, Also acting in accordance with the ALN code for Wales (2021) to support pupils with ALN alongside the curriculum for Wales (2022). 
The Professional Learning Passport (PLP) is a tool that enables improvement for teaching practice through various experiences and this small-scale research project meets standards within the PLP as I am engaging in research to examine and develop my practice. Those standards are “Wider reading and research findings” and “Professional networks and communities” which are both within the professional learning strand (Education Workforce Council, 2022).
This research seeks to address the following question: What are the learning experiences of ASD pupils in a mainstream setting?



The academic literature on learning experiences for pupils with ASD within mainstream schools has revealed the emergence of several contrasting themes.
In an empirical study which set out to determine the learning experiences for pupils with ASD within a public school, Wu et al. (2019) found that the participants had educational opportunities and learning experiences that were positive. However, it could be argued that the positive results were due to all the participants being highly able learners with ASD, this could be considered as a gap in research as not all pupils with ASD are highly able and will present the same diagnosis differently (Warwick,2019, p.7) including the participants within my research study. This could then lead to differing learning experiences and could generate contrasting outcomes from the research. 
This study was also conducted within a school where the staff had to have obtained a master’s degree at a minimum but also various programmes were dedicated for the focus pupils (Wu,2019) this could create unique learning experiences and according to Whitebook (2003, p.1) teacher with specialised training can lead to greater outcomes for students. 
In the same vein as Wu et al (2019), an estyn report (2020, p.5) states that nearly all mainstream schools that had pupils with Special Educational Needs (SEN) had experienced a positive learning journey during their time in education, Although the report does not state if staff had achieved any further qualifications to support this, it did however mention that they had received specialist training to support the pupils (estyn,2020, p.5).
Whilst ASD is considered a type of ALN, there is still a gap within this research to gain in depth and distinctive data specifically for students diagnosed with ASD. 
In contrast to Wu et al (2019) and estyn’s (2020) perspective, Vetoniemi and Kärnä (2021) argues that a positive learning experience requires schools to be inclusive by creating child centred pedagogy and collaborative learning environments for pupils with ALN.  Bandura agrees that creating an inclusive learning environment is predominant for successful learning experiences (2006, cited in Koskela and paloniemi (2023), p.165).
On the other hand, Vygotsky and Bruner both believe that an adult supporting a child’s learning is what results in positive learning experiences (Eun,2019, p.23; Olson, 2007, p.64)
However, the work from Vetoniemi and Kärnä (2021) was based on the Finnish education system, therefore there is a need to be cautious as play is embedded into the pupils learning (Andere, 2020, P.18) and can be perceived as a positive learning experience from students as it was enjoyable but could exclude the element of holistic learning. As my research project is based within the United Kingdom, There is not as much focus on play compared to schools in Finland, therefore results of learning experiences for ASD pupils would vary.
Further research by the education endowment foundation (2020, p.56) validates the hypothesis of mainstream schools can provide a positive learning experience for ASD students, however the study states that the pupils diagnosed with ASD had only received a positive learning journey throughout primary school if the classrooms were inclusive to those pupils. 
Previous research has demonstrated that there are many factors that conclude the result of a positive learning experience to pupils diagnosed with ASD, such as the learning environment, inclusivity, staff qualifications and training, and specialist programmes to name a few. For that reason, there is a need to be cautious as many elements are to be considered to my research to measure the learning experience of the participants within a mainstream school and could therefore be difficult to obtain all relevant information required. However, I have designed a case study to collect the main factors of this research to obtain conclusive results.



According to Leavy (2020, p.678) the term case study refers to an analysed investigation involving individuals where data is collected that generates evidence which develops new knowledge. When an empirical investigation is conducted and a variety of methods are utilised to collect data, such as interviews, observations, and questionnaires, this would be referred to as an explorative case study (George, 2022; Yin,2018, p.24) and this is the procedure in which I will be conducting my research project.
Thomas (2021, p. 78) refers to a case study as consisting of two components- a ‘subject’ and an ‘object’, He mentions the subject is the case and the object is an analytic frame, and it becomes a subject when it is explained through the object in which it is viewed.  He also states that both elements are needed within a case study for it to work. 
Andrews (2021, p.13) states the purpose of a case study approach is to gain practical opportunities that can provide in-depth information for the overall research study. 
The use of case studies has proven effective to Swanborn (2010, p.10) as they describe the use of a variety of methods can provide contrasting perceptions and ideas which could provide compelling results. Burton et al (2014, p.13) agrees and mentions that it allows the researcher to gather a range of data and depth from employing a multi-method approach. 
Some researchers however would disagree and although the case study method is valued within research it can be considered to have some limitations. Ellet (2018, p.7) believes that objective conclusions are non-existent and that the information obtained is not perfectly aligned, however this can also be seen as a positive as this can provide opportunities as a researcher to explore and gain a realistic overview of the topic.  Another limitation to the case study approach is that a small number of variables will not represent the way in which people behave (Thomas,2015, p.12). Therefore, referring to my research this would not provide an overview of all ASD pupils within all mainstream schools. 
Overall, I feel that being aware that case studies have both advantages and disadvantages however the positive factors outweigh the negatives, therefore I feel that a case study method when utilised appropriately will provide rich data within my research project. 
The initial sample consisted of five year two pupils, two of whom had been diagnosed with ASD. The subjects were selected on the basis of comparing the learning experience of pupils diagnosed with ASD to those without a diagnosis within a mainstream school. The reason for this is that it could provide an overview of how their routine within school differs and the activities and task they participate in.  Three members of staff were also chosen for my research project, two of which were teaching assistants that were responsible for providing one to one support to the two students diagnosed with ASD, they would therefore provide detailed information as they know the main participants best. The other member of staff is the class teacher who observes their progress and development plans, This also would provide favourable results. 
A small sample was chosen because of the expected difficulty of conducting observations for all pupils within the class which would be time consuming and interviewing all staff members which could provide inconclusive results as some of them may not entirely know of the participants they are being questioned about. Simons (2009, p.11) agrees and believes that the chosen sample should be purposeful and should have a key role in the case to overcome the issue in research question but also may still require other participants that can present other unexpected findings. 




A quantitative approach was employed to investigate the learning experiences of pupils diagnosed with ASD within a mainstream setting. Existing and new data will be collected and analysed using a variety of methods, which is referred to as triangulation, this provides a wider framework for conducting research while using words as data (Braun and Clarke, 2013, p.10). 
The use of triangulation has been considered complex and requires me as a researcher to consider all outcomes (Bello, 2020, p.42) however it has been viewed as being able to produce valid and reliable results of the research (Bello, 2020, p.140) as there are other methods to reinforce the data collected which results in a proportional representation.
One method I will utilise to collect data will be to interview three members of staff individually using a structured approach. Lambert (2019, p.13) describes structured interviews as a pre-planned schedule which includes specific questions asked and responses recorded by the interviewer in a controlled manner. 
I will be conducting structured interviews as Cornell et al (2013, p. 141) suggests that it is beneficial for inexperienced interviewers as the data is collected in a formulaic and rote manner. Knox (2009.p.569) agrees and states that the leading research tool that is considered the primary mechanism for data collection are interviews and allows the interviewer to gain ‘real’ data from a face-to-face interview. 
However, Hancock et al (2021, p.58) believes that semi-structured interviews would be more suitable to conduct within case study research. He suggests that it would allow the researcher to gain a true perspective from the interviewee and that the flexibility of the interview questions gives the opportunity to include follow-up questions could be asked to gain in-depth answer from the interviewees. 
Nevertheless, I feel that structured interviews will allow an efficient procedure of the research project.  Burton (2009, p.95) states that data could be affected by the interviewee leading or influencing the participant. However, this should be avoided within my research as I am implementing a structured interview, therefore I will only ask the questions that were planned and vigorously follow the structure generated beforehand. 
According to Weller et al (2018, p,2), An interview should consist of open-ended questions to explore topics in depth by allowing the interviewee to provide as much detail as possible. For that reason, Throughout the interviewing process, I will ask open ended questions to the participants (Refer to appendix three for interview questions).  

A structured observation will be conducted during my researching process. This is to obtain detailed information by exploring the pupil’s interactions, actions and other behaviours during activities and events (Sahrp,2018, p.83).
It is believed that the use of observations within research can allow rich and relevant data to be collected (Newby,2014, p.374). However, Jorgensen (2020, p.12) argues that there is a need to utilise multiple qualitative methods within research for it to create valid concepts for reliable data. On the other hand, Denscombe (2014, p.289) states that scheduled observations are efficient as they allow the researcher to collect a great amount of data within a short amount of time, they also eliminate any bias from the observer because it is an obligation to record exactly what is being demonstrated.
The challenges of observations have been indicated by Papatheodorou, Luff and Gill (2013, p.29), They mention that pupils that are being observed may disrupt the observation by approaching the observer to question or for attention or just to talk. They also stated that another challenge could be that adults within the setting could obtain the observer effect, which refers to them acting differently because of the observer’s presence, they could disrupt the observation by interacting with the observer or pupils that are being observed.
Therefore, this could affect my research as I will be conducting a small group observation where two of the pupils receive one-to-one support, therefore the one-to-one support staff could be overly attentive to those pupils because they are aware that the pupils are being observed as it was a scheduled observation. Palaiologou, (2019, p.15) agrees and believes that it is difficult to undertake an uninterrupted observation, especially within a childcare setting. 
To overcome this issue, Conn (2016, p.9) concludes that a participant observation is the most natural method of observation, which is to observe an experience while participating, which provides the information of the quality of the pupil’s interactions and experiences. I will therefore use this method of observation.  
Although there are some limitations of conducting an observation that were mentioned previously, I feel that the use of observations would be beneficial within my research project as it can provide valid and reliable data when used alongside other qualitative methods.

The use of field notes (refer to appendix four) was also implemented to collect new data for the research to produce further detail from an observation. Gorman et al (2005, p.120) has suggested to write up the field notes before undergoing any other activity and immediately after the observation as this will create the most reliable data.  He also suggests that the field notes must include a time, date and the location of where the observation had taken place within a small notebook (Gorman et al, 2005, p.120). 
Although Burkholder and Thompson (2020. P16) suggest expanding information on the subject matter by videoing the observation to gain richer data, however this could be time consuming therefore I feel that I will still write up my field notes because this is the procedure that seems most appropriate for my research. 
According to Kędzierska (2017, p. 336) field notes can provide reliable ‘real time’ information towards research. As the diagnosed ASD pupils are non-verbal, field notes can provide an opportunity to “add back” crucial non-verbal content like actions and body language (Phillippi and Lauderdale ,2017, p.386), this could then provide more information that could have been surpassed. However, there is a need to be cautious and ensure field notes are accurate as there is only one chance of writing initial actions and thoughts (USC Libraries, 2023). Bond (2019, p.142) agrees with this and believes that researcher’s viewpoints within field notes could affect results.
Therefore, I feel that field notes can effectively contribute to the research results on the condition that I do not consider my own personal opinion and that it is executed accurately to provide reliable results.


In order to examine the results from the data collected, it requires the raw, unstructured data to be organised, this is to enable the ability to interpret and understand the data collected (Madondo, 2021, p.4)
Within the first instance, interview questions were asked to the three members of staff and then answers were handwritten within a notebook. Birkmann and Kvale (2018, p.20) mentions that to obtain initial analysis is to transcribe the interviews by writing the interview conversation into a typed document to simplify the result reading process and for it to be accurate. 
Swann (2020, p.15) suggests to then create a table which demonstrates how often something occurs, in the case of my research project, this would present how often the same word was mentioned between all interviewees, this is referred to as a frequency distribution table. According to Swann (2020, p.15) this gives the researcher the ability to acknowledge the central value and understand what is important from the data cluster. From the results I have highlights some words that all interviewees had mentioned for the same questions. (Refer to appendix five for interview frequency distribution table). Manikandan (2011) agrees and believes that a frequency distribution table provides clear, organised data.
Lodico et al (2010, p. 196) advises to ensure that the analysis process is completed with caution as there is a possibility of details being lost or wasted therefore, there is a need to ensure all possible values are considered. My handwritten field notes were conducted after the observation, and they describe what had been said and any actions that were expressed. Kutsche (1998, p.16) suggests that mapping out a setting should be used as a form of data analysis as it can demonstrate the relationship between a participant’s behaviour with their physical environment. However, Kutsche’s (1998) suggestion is outdated and could therefore be irrelevant or unreliable. It also would not support the conclusion of my research question which refers to learning experiences rather than the environment.
The magnitude coding method was utilised (Refer to appendix six) to present and analyse my data from the observations. Magnitude coding is the use of alphanumeric code to indicate the presence of specific content within an observed situation to enhance description (Saldaña, 2013, p 95). Saldaña (2013, p.83) mentions coding enhances depth of findings and accountability within research. Timmermans and Tavory (2022, p.10) agree that coding provides validation and conceptualisation of the observation. 
They also mention the need to be cautious while coding the data to ensure that it is a purposeful analytic activity, but also, be open to various possibilities (Timmermans and Tavory 2022, p.10).



It was essential to be ethically considerate throughout the research process to ensure the participants safety was protected (Maree,2020, p.9), As well as their rights, for that reason, I have complied in accordance with the British Educational Research Association guidelines (BERA) (2018).
As the research project was being implemented within a school setting, I was required to be aware of and adhere to the school’s ethical code which acts in accordance with the Code of Professional Conduct and Practice for Registrants with the Education Workforce Council (EWC) (2022). I achieved this by gaining permission from the school before conducting the research project and became competent with the school’s policies. This correlates with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which states that throughout the researching process, it must be ensured “that research is conducted according to appropriate ethical, legal and professional frameworks, obligations and standards” (2022, p.4). 
Some of the participants involved were under the age of eighteen, therefore it was essential that I gained consent prior to commencing the research study (BERA,2018, p.15) A consent form was given to the parents/guardians of those pupils that were participating (Refer to appendix two for consent form).
As my research is based upon pupils with ASD, some participants are non-verbal and within the BERA guidelines (2018, p.21) it mentions that as a researcher, I should be attentive to their needs and support them appropriately as they are within a vulnerable circumstance. Therefore, I had explained in detail of the research project I was conducting and that they would be involved if they had agreed, and they had the right to withdraw at any moment. A picture with a thumb up and another with a thumb down were used as visual aids to prompt younger participants if they would be willing to be associated with my case study, this was also available throughout the researching process.
Cohen et al (2018, p.129) suggests that anonymity and confidentiality should be prioritised within research therefore pupils and staff involved within my research project have been referred to as child one, two and staff one, two and so forth which ensures participants involved are non-identifiable. 
Researcher positionality should be greatly considered and although it is common to possess an unconscious bias, it is key to be aware of it as it could have a significant impact on the way in which the research is carried out. Personally, halo bias could be an issue within my research, this is when only the positive things are emphasised and faults are overlooked and could therefore have potential effects on the results (Denscombe,2014, p.414). I will therefore be cautious and ensure no data is neglected, positive or negative.
(Refer to appendix one for ethics form).

The frequency distribution table for the interview answers (refer to appendix five), illustrates  the reoccurrence of words that had been mentioned from all participants, which have been highlighted. This would indicate that it is the most frequent answer and would therefore provide reliable results (Niven and Lamorte, 2016, p.9). 
It can be seen from the results of question one, that the ASD diagnosed pupils have access to their own Ipads as a resource to support their learning. It is believed that the use of technology for ASD students can create effective learning experiences and will be highly suitable for interventional methodologies (Kats,2016, p.217).  However, Murat (2020, p.8) believes high volumes of screen time had a negative impact on the social-emotional development within ASD diagnosed children. 
In the perspective of my research project, it is unlikely that the ASD diagnosed pupils would be exposed to their Ipads for an extensive period as they have a specific timetable to follow that is suitable for their learning needs (refer to appendix seven for example of child one and child two timetable), this reveals that they were only scheduled to use them twice within one week.
Question four within appendix five indicates that child one and two both do not participate in the same activities as the rest of the class and have rooms they utilise to participate in various activities. It is believed that placing diagnosed ASD pupils into a non-restrictive environment can create a positive learning experience (Kats,2016, p.137). However, although staff one, two and three mention that child one and child two do not participate with the rest of the pupils, the field notes within appendix four demonstrates that there were other pupils involved in the ‘toast time’ activity. 
The results of question seven and eight in the interview within appendix five reveal that all members of staff believe that child one and two are exposed to good learning experiences that do not need to be improved. However, these results have been accumulated from the teachers themselves. It Is believed that pupils should be provided with the opportunity to draw upon their own experiences so that the teacher is aware of the learners thinking (Wearmouth and Goodwvn, 2019, p.8).
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (UNICEF,2010) states this within article twelve: children have the right to express their views and be listened to. Yet, it is stated within an Estyn report from the focus school that my research has taken place that “all pupils receive enriching and creative learning experiences” (Estyn, 2018, p.2). On that account, it can be viewed that these results are in fact accurate.

My observation results (refer to appendix 6) had produced high scores for various areas such as the environmental arrangements, instruction and interaction and more. This could suggest that the quality of experience and support the pupils had received has been predominant. 
Nevertheless, within the scheduling, activities and intensity section of the observation schedule, it had exhibited lower scores, which reflects on the interaction that child one and child two have with other students.  This might suggest that child one and child two have failed to benefit from the peer-to-peer interaction as much as they could have.
However, there was a significant positive correlation between child four and child one (child one and two diagnosed with ASD and non-verbal) where child four had asked for jam on their toast and child one screams and swings back and forth on their chair (refer to appendix 4, page one and two). Wang (2022) mentions that this is a form of ‘stimming’ and can be demonstrated by ASD diagnosed children to manage emotions, both positive and negative. I feel like this as a positive ‘stimming’ as he was smiling whilst swinging. 
This interaction could suggest that child one was encouraged by child four to communicate and participate during the activity. Williams et al (2019,p.18) believes that peers that are supportive and have positive attitudes and behaviours towards pupils diagnosed with ASD will create a positive sense of belonging and self-confidence. 
Therefore, this could also suggest that for child one and child two it may be beneficial for them to be within a mainstream school to continue that interaction with other pupils to obtain positive learning experiences. A study validates this suggestion and believes that it would be beneficial to support effective inclusion for those pupils with ALN within a mainstream school. (Katz and Mirenda, 2013, p 18). 
Controversially, this situation could have solely been on the purpose of my observation and therefore child one and two may not be exposed to this learning experience with undiagnosed pupils often or at all. To resolve this issue, subsequently I could conduct multiple observations that are unstructured so activity would happen on a natural occurrence.
Referring to child one and child two’s timetable (Appendix 7), it reveals that both pupils participate in ‘life skills’ activities. It has been mentioned that a functional curricular approach that had been adapted to specific needs for pupils with ASD to create significant outcomes and independence and developing functional living skills can allow those pupils to obtain a positive learning experience (Ninci, 2015, p.184) . Glazzard (2012, p.5) concurs with this and mentions that mainstream schools that promote effective inclusion enables them to respond appropriately to the needs of the learners. 
Together these results provide important insights into the learning experiences of ASD diagnosed pupils within a mainstream setting. Overall, I feel that child one and child two have greatly benefitted from being within a mainstream school as they have demonstrated inclusivity. 



Considering the research results, I feel that collaborative learning with other pupils had demonstrated having a positive effect on child one and child two. Therefore, I would recommend that other pupils are incorporated during various activities and experiences that child one and child two participate in. I would also recommend the continued pupil centred pedagogy to ensure appropriate learning is achieved. 
An intervention I feel would be effective for child one and child two to improve their communication skills is the Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) method. PECS is a strategy utilised to teach and encourage children to communicate by showing picture cards, and the child will point and name the picture, there would be a need to ensure it is verbally modelled to prompt the pupil (Koegel et al, 2012, p 404).  It is believed to have significantly improved verbal communication and motivation in pupils diagnosed with ASD. Although child one and child two communicate through signing, they do not know every sign and are still learning. For that reason, I feel this would be beneficial for child one and two as they are non-verbal, and this could create a positive learning experience. 
My research findings could be taken forward to investigate the inclusion of pupils diagnosed with ASD within mainstream schools. This is because my results have demonstrated various patterns of inclusion, and it would be interesting to determine the results within various mainstream schools that have pupils with ALN on roll. 


[bookmark: _Hlk127561805]Using Kolb’s model of reflection (refer to appendix 8) I will evaluate my research project, as it provides meaningful experimental learning and consists of a rich concrete experience (Morris 2020, p.1070). I have completed the concrete experience which was the small-scale research project. Reflective observation had allowed me to review the study and critically examine different aspects of the case study. Within the abstract conceptualisation section of the reflection, I had identified a suggested intervention that I thought would be most appropriate and beneficial for participants. To activate experimentation, I will conduct the intervention on professional teaching practice. 
Before conducting my small-scale research project, I had investigated the methods most suitable and that would provide reliable results to answer my research question and I feel that the observation, interviews and field notes have provided that. However, for future research, I would consider a larger sample to provide accuracy and reinforce findings, I would also carry out more than one observation to obtain more information and data and receive conclusive results (Sharp et al, 2016, p.144).  There is a method that measures learning experiences of pupils, which I feel would be most appropriate to utilise for further research or deeper understanding. It is referred to as the ‘success case method’ and is believed to explore educational opportunities to then provide teaching strategies that are effective for all learners (Wu et al, 2019, p.216).
Returning to the question posed at the beginning of this study, it is now possible to state that the learning experiences of ASD pupils within mainstream schools are mainly positive and inclusive from results obtained within my research project. 
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