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What are the social benefits and drawbacks for ASD students attending a Base in School X?

Abstract 
School X is a comprehensive school which offers a Base for autistic children.    This research looks at how well the autistic students who attend School X develop social skills.  The views of professionals who work on a regular basis with autistic children and their families; the students, their parents and the staff who work closely with the children on a daily basis were all involved in the research.  Each stakeholder provided a different, but a valued, viewpoint. The research included a range of qualitative methods varying from parental surveys to informal questionnaires with students.  The outcomes of the research showed that the students attending the Base were affected positively in many ways including the benefit from mixing with mainstream children, consistency and safety provided by the Base and the staff.  Recommendations made included the sharing of the good practice that is already evident within the Base and possible changes that could improve the provision for autistic students across the whole of the school where there were gaps in teacher knowledge and experience. 
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Introduction
Opinion on whether children with special educational needs should attend mainstream or specialist schools is very much divided (Wall, 2007) In particular, this study looks at children with Autism attending mainstream school.  Autism, as defined by The National Autistic Society, ‘is a lifelong, developmental disability that affects how a person communicates with and relates to other people, and how they experience the world around them’. (National Autistic Society, 2018)  Baron-Cohen (2008) and Frith (1989) also give detailed accounts of what autism is and what it means to be on the autistic spectrum. Autism, as explain by Baron-Cohen (2008, p15) 30 years ago was very rare, ‘4 in 10,000’ as compared to diagnosis more recently ‘1 in 100’.  Both authors explain that the needs of those on the autistic spectrum are now better met due to the recognition that the autistic spectrum is wide and each child or adult has individual and differing needs. The National Autistic Society (NAS), among other support charities, provide guidance on this big decision for parents.  There is no clear cut way for parents when making the decision to see which the best option for their child is.  The NAS believes that the starting point when making this decision should very much be the ‘individual needs’ of each child. (Autism.org.uk, 2017,) The purpose of this research is to study a small group of students, all of which are on the autistic spectrum; these students are all attending a specialist Base within a mainstream school.  For the purpose of this research, the school throughout will be referred to as School X and the area of the school which is purely for the provision of autistic students, the Base.  The focus of this study will be on the progress students have made socially since attending School X.  Socialising with other students, for many autistic children, can be a constant issue; The Autism Education Trust (AET) explains that this is often because autistic children ‘struggle to understand the social behaviour of others and what is socially acceptable behaviour’.  (Autismeducationtrust.org.uk, 2017)
The setting for this research is school X. School X is a Secondary Comprehensive with around 1200 students on role.  The school is in a Welsh Valley and has 25% FSM (Free School Meals) students.  The Base has been in place since September 2014 and the number of children accessing the Base has grown year on year with new admissions each September.  Most children come from a Base within a primary school within catchment but others travel slightly further to access the school as there is no provision in their local secondary schools.  Within the Base there are currently 18 children, of these only 4 are girls.  These children are supported by 3 key members of staff.  The Head of Department has worked in the school for over 10 years and appointed as Head of Department (HoD) on its formation.  The HoD is always situated in the Base and this is a constant for the children.  Other key workers will then support children in lessons where needed; all students have a flexible timetable where they attend some or in some cases all, mainstream lessons.  
In 2013 the proposal for the ASD (Autistic Spectrum Disorder) Base was made to School X by the local council. At this time not only was I a teacher governor at School X but I was responsible for Student Voice and Community Links.  This meant that I was involved on many levels with feedback for the proposal and was privy to hear the opinions of a diverse range of stakeholders.  As expected some voiced concerns about autistic children integrating with mainstream children and in particular the development or possible lack of development of social skills (Mesibov, Shea and Schopler, 2014, Chp.3).  My current role as an Associate Senior Leader means I have little involvement on a daily Base with the Base apart from the children who I teach personally but have seen many of these children coping with the issues of developing social skills.  Since 2014, the initial year of the Base there have been reviews of the provision for children but the purpose of this research it to look predominantly at social skills and how these are developed and possibly hindered for children attending the Base in School X.
Within the borough where School X is located, parents have two choices when it comes to provision for autistic children at secondary level.  The first of these evidently being the Base at School X, the second choice is a Base in a different school located 10 miles away from School X and established in 2001.  In School X children have access to the Base and attend mainstream lessons, some with support but many without.  The class sizes can be anything between about 20 and 30. (Full Fact, 2017, Class Sizes in England and Wales)  The second option is a specialist school which caters for children with disabilities.  This is a specialist school that has a department specifically for children with autism. Within this department there are small classes (4-6) with a high staff ratio.  Children are placed in classes according to their age and learning ability. The aims of this department are summarised ‘to develop communication, interaction, self-help, behaviour, leisure and social skills’ (Moodle.bridgend.gov.uk, 2018).  Currently registered with NAS, in Wales, there are 69 schools with provision for children with autism.  Just under half of these schools are specialist schools for children with additional learning needs (ALN).  
The aims of the Base within School X reflect those not only for all ALN children but those for all children within the school:  ‘The aims of education for pupils with difficulties and disabilities are the same as those for all pupils.’ (School X, 2018, Additional Learning Needs) 
These aims include ensuring that all students have equal access to a broad, balanced curriculum which is differentiated to meet individual needs and abilities and the opportunities to join all activities with access to support.
The primary reason for this study is to identify the social impacts there are for autistic children attending a Base within a school such as School X.   A school with limited support for children and staff, in particular teachers, who are not specifically trained in teaching autistic children.  Likewise, a school where autistic children will be mixed with mainstream children of all different abilities.  The positive impact on autistic children’s social skills will be reviewed in-depth as well as any drawbacks which may have resulted from children attending School X.  It is impossible to compare the benefits and drawbacks as compared to a specialist school but by looking at each child’s social skills and the progress made at School X it is hoped through looking at the viewpoints of students, staff and parents that specific benefits and drawbacks can be drawn together.
This project has a narrow focus with research being carried out only in School X.  This allows research to be carried out in depth with children, parents and staff.  
The research for both the literature review and primary research aims to answer these questions:
· What are ‘social skills’ and what programmes and methods are already in place to develop social skills with autistic teenagers?
· What are the positives and negatives impacts on social skills of ASD students attending school X?
· Has integration into a secondary school affected students social skills?
· Has the integration into such a provision affected the students’ social skills?
· What are the key reasons for these effects?
Before summarising I will aim to compare the differing opinions of stakeholders considering the individuality of each student and finally highlight the areas of strength that attending the Base within School X provides and where possible make suggestions for changes.  In 2002 the Welsh Government adopted the ‘Social Model of Disability’.  Disability Wales defines:
Impairment’ as ‘an injury, illness, or congenital condition that causes or is likely to cause a long-term effect on physical appearance and/or limitation of function within the individual that differs from the commonplace.
This is comparative to the term disability which unlike the above definition recognises that individuals with disabilities have barriers taking part in society. (Disability Wales, 2018) The Welsh Government gives examples to support these definitions such as impairment is someone who ‘has had a leg amputated’, ‘who is visually impaired or deaf’.  The category which autism falls under is disability.  It is explained as barriers that affect individuals which the rest of society take for granted (http://gov.wales) In particular with autism we are looking at the inability for some to live independently or to make choices.  Having said this it is evident that autism is such a wide spectrum and many individuals learn skills that help them live independent and successful lives.    The NAS in its explanation of what autism is refers to the major barriers of communication and the development of relationships with others. Most on the autistic spectrum will struggle at some level or other to make new contacts or how to act in social situations.  The NAS refer to the autistic spectrum as a ‘hidden disability’.  Many of the problems that those on the autistic spectrum will face are not evident to others, for example, sensory issues or the ability to process language. As a teacher who quite often has autistic children within my class I have learnt that my teaching needs to be adapted to ensure my teaching is inclusive.  I simple example is my use of sarcasm or idioms and use of some phrases which other students may understand the meaning of straight away can be confusing for others.  Both Wall (2007, p.110) and Baron-Cohen (2008, Chp.5) make reference to the literal way in which individuals with ASD understand many phrases.  This is discussed in depth in a Welsh Government (WG) Guide (2014, p.44) as detailed below.  This explains how ‘people with ASD will often have a very literal understanding of language’.  Further to this examples are given of idiom, metaphors and similes which may cause confusion or upset to a child with ASD.  Within the Base that I will be researching there are students on very different ends of the spectrum.  Some students are diagnosed with Asperger Syndrome and are very high functioning and are on the More Able and Talented register.  Moyes (2002, Chp.1) describes the term ‘high-functioning’ and explains that these children have usually average or above average levels of intelligence. She states ‘a child with ‘high-functioning’ autism could be a child who has many self-stimulatory behaviours, little social interactive ability, little expressive language, and yet has a near normal IQ score. (2002, P.5)  Other students within the Base struggle with instructions, communication with others and need 1 to 1 support.    As recognised by the World Health Organisation (WHO):
The autism spectrum is very broad and can affect people with all levels of ability. Although there is no cure for ASD, appropriate support and intervention can help people to reach their potential (WHO, 2016, p.6)
The focus of this research is on social skills and clearly, if autistic children are supported whilst in school to develop these skills or tools to enable them to interact with other students then this could help them as adults. WHO discuss the problems that many have with education and the problems with building relationships and establishing and maintaining friendships. Through the research I will look at these issues and how placement in the Base can either benefit or have a hindrance on these issues. (WHO, 2016, p.15)
The ‘Draft Additional Learning Needs Code February 2017’ is a very detailed document and yet to come into effect.  Kirsty Williams, current Welsh Cabinet Secretary Education recently announced that this Bill is expected to go into law by the autumn of 2019. This Bill, focusing completely on children with Additional Learning Needs, echoes this belief in growth mindset and raising aspirations:
It is important that the child or young person recognises that they are on a journey and that the support and provision they are provided with should support them to increase their independence and to achieve their future ambitions. (6.21 p34)                                                  All professionals working with them should share high aspirations for the child or young person. (17.5 p158)                                                                                                                        Schools and FEIs should raise the career aspirations of their ALN students and broaden their employment horizons. (17.6, p158)
In summary, there are many organisations to support children, adults, families and partners with autism.  Government legislation aims to support children with all additional learning needs and there is a plethora of information available about strategies and theories to support children on the autistic spectrum.   Throughout the literature review these will be examined in detail with a key focus on the social skills of autistic children.  The research that follows will look at the opinion of not only the students who currently attend the Base but also parents, key workers and professionals.  Interviews are to be carried out with 2 professionals. Firstly Person C, she is very involved through her work with support for ASD children and was part of a team that wrote a guide for parents on supporting their newly diagnosed ASD child and has addressed schooling and the options.  This guide, Autism: A Guide for Parents and Carers Following Diagnosis was commissioned by the Welsh Assembly Government in 2014 and will be a key document that I will be referring to as it too has been written following research with doctors, mental and child health specialist, parents and children and adults on the autistic spectrum.  Throughout this research this guide will be referred to as the WG Guide.   Also being interviewed is Person D, the Charity manager of Charity X.  Charity X support individuals and families with autism and Person D, has personal experience with an autistic son.  Person D,  has a great deal of experience working with parents and advising them on strategies to use and discussing issues such as the best options when it comes to schooling.   (Halcyon Foundation, 2018)












Literature Review  
This literature review looks at the history of autism and the changes there have been from a medical perspective and more importantly a schooling perspective over time. 
The word autism can be traced back over 100 years ago to 1911 when Bleuler used the word to describe individuals with social anxieties who were withdrawn from contributing in society.  Cumine, Dulop and Stevenson (2010) describe how Kanner and Asperger brought about change and clarity to the terms of both autism and asperger.  In 1944 Hans Asperger, a paediatric doctor, wrote a report which recognised the features of autistic children.  This paper was not translated from German to English until 1980 and so prior to 1980 had limited readership  Kanner, at the same time, was carrying out his own research in the USA. He too recognised in his 1943 paper characteristics of autistic children.  Like aspergers these included a withdrawal in most cases and sensitivity to stimuli such as noise and issues with communication.   This interpretation differs slightly from that of Frith (1989) who believes that the characteristics described by Kanner and Asperger are quite different.  Frith points out that at the time, late 1980’s, the diagnosis of aspergers syndrome was ’reserved for the rare intelligent and highly verbal, near-normal autistic child’ (Frith, 1989, p8) whereas the term Autism was used to describe those who most resembled Kanner’s definition of autism:
We must, then, assume that these children have come into the world with innate ability to form the usual biologically provide affective contact with people, just as other children come into the world with innate physical or individual handicaps.
(Kanner, 1943 cited Frith, 1989, p.9)
Since this early research, there has been an abundance of research into establishing what autism is.  Frith (1989) argued that, despite previous beliefs, autism is not a disorder of children it is a disorder of development.  Frith opposes the myth believed by many that autistic children become autistic from a lack of love from their parents and claims that autism is a ‘rare and tragic event that can hit anyone’.    Looking at more recent literature, the WG Guide too describes ASD as a developmental disorder.  The WG Guide, aimed at parents of ASD children, explains how children are all affected to different degrees and in a wide variety of ways.    The definition of ASD is simplified using the following description - ‘ASD affects the way a person communicates with and relates to other people and the world around them’ (WG Guide, 2014, p.9).   The WG Guide too introduces the concept of the three impairments, most commonly affecting individuals with ASD.  Wall (2007, p.14-15) discusses in further detail the ‘three impairments,’ also known as the ‘triad of impairments’.  These impairments include – Social Interaction, Social Communication and Imagination. In her introduction to ASD Wall (2007, p.9) describes ASD as a hidden disability where an individual has no physical disability and may not even present themselves as having a disability.  In fact, Wall states that some individuals with ASD, due to their ‘unusual behaviours’ may seem to the general public ‘odd, eccentric or even bizarre’.   Bogdashina (2005) supports this theory using the work of Wing.  Wing (1993 cited in Bogdashina, 2005, p.26) categorised ‘impairments in social interaction’ of individuals on the autistic spectrum. Wing claims that each individual will fall into one of these categories, one of these being the ‘active but odd’ group (Bogdashina, 2005, p.24) Wing believes that children in this group will interact with other children but the interaction will be one way and the children in this group will pay no attention to the response given.  Despite this reference to Wing’s work, Bogdashina (2005,) states the importance of every child with ASD being seen as an individual and the importance of recognising each child’s individual needs.  This takes us back to the Key points made by Baron-Cohen (2008, Chp. 2) and the move to autism being recognised as a spectrum where children of all different levels of autism are recognised and their particular needs acknowledged.   Similarly, The Journal of Nursing (2009, 59:2, p.22) refers to autism as a ‘complex disorder’ and recognises three ‘distinctive behaviours that characterise autism’ - social interaction, verbal and non-verbal communication.
Since the work of Kanner and Asperger, the understanding of autism has come a very long way and its recognition by professionals has meant improvements in the support available for individuals on the ASD spectrum.   In 1980 the term "Infantile autism" was listed for the very first term in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM).  The DSM is a handbook used by professionals in health care.  Although produced in the USA this was and still is largely used throughout the world to diagnose mental disorders. Before this time children who showed many of the symptoms of ASD were actually diagnosed with ‘childhood schizophrenia’ (Parents, 2014)
Similarly, at this time there were changes in provision for SEN (Special Educational Needs) children in education.  Brown (2016, p.91) reports this time as a move from ‘segregation to integration’.  One of the major changes came about following the Warnock report in 1978.  This report looked in detail at SEN within schools and addressed the placement of SEN students in mainstream schools. Brown explains that the Education Act 1981 incorporated many of the report’s recommendations.  Campbell (2002, p.36) too sees this report and more importantly the Act which followed as a way forward for Local Education Authorities (LEA’s) and provision for SEN children in schools.  Further changes to legislation and government policies such as the Code of Practice for SEN (DFE, 1994) and the green Paper (DfEE, 1997a) moved inclusion forward, asserting  ‘the right of the student with SEN to be educated in mainstream schools ‘wherever possible’(p37). Farrell (2003, p.28) reports that this Paper, although promoting inclusion, fails to define the term and that the ‘implicit view that emerges, however, is that inclusion is to do with placing students in mainstream schools rather than special schools’ when sometimes, as has already been discussed it comes down to an individual’s needs.
What was crucial to the improvement of inclusive schooling in the view of Campbell (2002, p.15) was the UNESCO report in 1994, The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education.  This was an international agreement signed by 95 governments and 25 international organisations to show their commitment to SEN children and inclusive schooling. The Salamanca Statement argued that ‘children should learn together, whenever possible, regardless of any difficulties or differences they may have’. (UNESCO, 1994: 11-12) 
These changes for SEN children, including those with ASD meant that provision and opportunities continued to develop.  Wall (2007) provides a detailed list of the legislation, reports and guidance documents released between 1833 and 2006.  These include documents relating to both health and education and documents primarily relating to ASD, such as the 2002 report, Autism in Schools: Crisis or Challenge?
This report carried out by the National Autistic Society provided some worrying results.  The report recognised that within mainstream schools most teachers felt they were teaching more autistic children than they had ever done before but had not had the training or resources to support them.  One of the key facts showed that 44% of schools with children with ASD said that they were not getting the support needed (Barnard, 2002).   There were several follows up to this report and in 2005 Hanbury produced a guide Based on the findings - Educating Pupils with Autistic Spectrum Disorders: A Practical Guide.  Hanbury within this guide aims to help ‘practitioners’ and is clear that educational success can only come from a partnership between parents and schools.  In particular, Hanbury explained the importance of teachers having an understanding of ASD, he points out in the later edition of this book:
There is no magic to teaching children with autism. Successful practice for students with autism is the result of sound knowledge, hard work and appropriate resources. It is an extension and reﬁnement of many basic pedagogic principles (2012, p.75)
Hanbury (2012) confidently believes that no method of teaching will ‘cure’ autism in a child but good teaching and an understanding of students’ individual needs will help that individual student to progress and learn.  Further to this Brown (2016, p.91-94) explains how government practices and policies have further transformed understanding. For example, the Special Educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice (2015) highlighted the need for a child to be considered as an individual and involved in any decision–making - this could evidently refer to the type of schooling that child has the opportunity to choose which he / she thinks will better suit their individual needs.  Brown amongst others believes that inclusion and in particular the provision for SEN children, in general, has ‘developed considerably in the last few decades’.  Brown conversely also gives examples where students, although being provided for in mainstream schools, are still struggling with provision such as physical access and even cases of lower teacher expectations for SEN students.  Wall (2007) echoes these concerns and discusses the issues of curriculum offered.  Many mainstream schools do not have the flexibility of specialist schools and this is even reflective of the teaching styles used.  Wall (2007, p.104) talks of the ‘delivery of the curriculum’.  It is standard practice in secondary schools for teachers to stand at the front of a class and verbally teach the content, although very often supported by books or other materials this method of teaching is not always conducive to the learning of a student with communication problems and not accommodating for many students with ASD.    Wall also refers to the NAS 2006 Campaign which, following legislation and policies such as the Removing Barriers to Achievement: The Government’s strategy for Sen (2004) and the Every Child Matters agenda highlighted that there were still many issues with inclusion for ASD students.  This Campaign and paper entitled ‘Make School make Sense’ records the interviews of 28 autistic children which give a picture of their experiences in school. Some of these interviews show very positively that inclusion in a mainstream school can work; whereas special schools work for others and unfortunately for some home-schooling is the only choice.  There is much that practitioners could learn from this report probably recognising the type of students and how they feel when in school.  (Reid and Batten, 2006, p.32) This research concludes with three very basic ‘demands’ – ‘The right school for every child’ this reflects what we have already discussed that children with ASD, like all children, are individuals and each has its very own set of individual needs. ‘The right training for every teacher’ – the report states that 1 in every 110 child is on the autistic spectrum and so teachers should be trained appropriately.  Finally ‘The right approach in every school’ – this refers to making schools ASD friendly where considerations are made to ensure that ASD children have some of the stresses attached to school taken away from them such as providing them with individual timetable and addressing basic needs.   These reflect the main principles of the SEN Code of Practice which was introduced in 2001.  Many of the authors already discussed refer to this in their work.  An example of this being Hope-West and Jones (2011,) who refer in detail to the SEN Code of Practice.  The Code as described by Hope-West and Jones clearly states that a child with SEN should have his or her needs met and that the views of the ASD child should be sought and taken into account.    Other ideals in schooling suggested:  
It will be important that your child has an appropriate peer group and access to a curriculum that meets his needs.
Every school will have a number of potential advantages and disadvantages and it is a case of weighing up which features are the most important for your child and your family. (2011, p.62)
This brings us to the big decision that must be made by every parent of a child with ASD – which type of school will best meet their child’s individual needs.  The Autistic Spectrum Disorder strategic action plan for Wales (2011) was put in place so that all of Wales were working towards the same objectives and ultimately a delivery of services that  will ensure individuals with ASD ‘are supported to reach their full potential in all aspects of their lives’ (p1).  The plan states that children with ASD should have access to education as close to their home as possible (p.29) and is very much focussed on individuals having access to services, including education which meets their individual needs.   Most recent data for Wales shows that in 2016/17 of the secondary school provision there are currently 39 special schools compared to 200 secondary schools. (Stats Wales, 2018, Figure 1)
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Of the 200 schools, it is unclear how many of these have provision for children on the ASD spectrum.  The NAS provides a list of schools that have provision but this is not up to date as School X does not appear in place and this school has had a specialist Base for some years.   The WG Guide (2014) too advises parents on education and schooling.   The WG Guide advises parents to spend time researching what provision is available in local schools and tells parents that all autistic children have the right to attend a mainstream school should they choose to and this is an entitlement by law (p.101).  There are many sources of advice for parents when making this choice, snapcymru.org provide parents with a list of questions to ask when deciding on the best education for their child.  
Cole (2006) supports the teaching of ASD children in mainstream schools and comments on the success of SEN students in mainstream schools.  He supports his claims that ASD children do better in mainstream schools stating that data from the national database confirms that SEN children attending mainstream schools achieve more. Cole refers to evidence showing that LEAs with a high percentage of inclusion for SEN children in mainstream schools do no worse than those with specialist school provision for SEN children.  Also referencing the work of Gary Thomas (1996) who carried out research showing that ‘70% of special schools do not enter any student for GCSE’.  This reflects on all SEN but the work of Jordan and Jones (2002, p.5) refers specifically to the inclusion of ASD children.  They too support the argument that teaching does not need to be segregated to be successful but provide a detailed list of the pros and cons of mainstream schools for ASD children.  Integration with mainstream students features highly and reference is made to social skills, learnt behaviours and even the opportunity to spread ‘awareness and tolerance of ASD in society’.    
Some of these have recently been attributed to the number of ASD children being taken out of schools and being home schooled.  A BBC report (2017) ‘showed families with autistic children lodged more appeals about the lack of support their child is receiving in school than those with other learning needs’.  In the same report the Welsh Government said ‘it was committed to creating an inclusive education system for all learners.’ (BBC News, November 2017)
Baron-Cohen (2008) and Campbell (2002) are both advocates for inclusive schooling and recognise the importance of education for autistic children.  Baron-Cohen believing that education being the ‘most important intervention’ for individuals with ASD (p.109) whether this is through a specialist school with a great deal of support or even a mainstream school where support has been reduced but is appropriate to the child’s individual needs.  How effective a school is, in Campbell’s (2002,) opinion depends on a large range of factors where value added is very important, measuring where students were and how they have progressed.
As is clear from the research social interaction and communication skills can be a problem for anyone on the ASD spectrum.  In recent years there has been an increasing amount of literature which really identifies what these specific issues are.  Baron-Cohen (2008, Chp.1), Wall (2007, Chp.4) and Cumine, Dunlop and Stevenson (2010, Chp.2&5) have all listed difficulties under the umbrellas of social interaction difficulties and communication difficulties.  Under the umbrella of difficulties with social interaction there are many common themes, these include:  Difficulty with eye contact; A preference to being alone and an avoidance of interacting with others; an inability to know how others are feeling or how they might think or respond and difficulty responding to others, to name a few.  Baron-Cohen (2008, p.17) also points out that some individuals may have  ‘difficulty accepting that there may be other perspectives, not just a single correct perspective’ and in a classroom setting, within a mainstream school this can be one of the most difficult barriers to teaching children with ASD in a mixed environment where other students may not be as understanding.
Although these authors in the main agree on the main communication difficulties for individuals with ASD there are some discrepancies. Cumine, Dunlop and Stevenson (2010, p.5) have a focus on ‘Asperger Syndrome’ which is commonly recognised as high-functioning on the autistic spectrum. They state that individuals may have perfect spoken language but this tends to be formal, pedantic and lacks expression.  Wall (2007, p.62-64) supports this theory and that of the inability to read non-verbal communication correctly, such as facial expressions and gestures.  Both Wall and Baron-Cohen in their literature comment on the other end of the autistic spectrum where individuals are more severely affected and have no desire to communicate or in some cases no ability. 
The aim of this research is to look at the social skills of ASD students within School X and, as social skills are so diverse, I will be focussing in my research on some of the social struggles identified by the WG Guide (2014).  These being:  inability to join in with others, one-sided interaction, inappropriate language or giggling, no eye contact or problems with social cues, inability to start or take equal part in a conversation and inability to make friends.   This list could be exhaustive, as Mesibov, Shea and Schopler (2004, p.91) confirm, social problems with ASD are ‘among the most complex and pervasive characteristics of this condition’.  Like others Mesibov, Shea and Schopler have looked at programs used to help ASD individuals with social difficulties and in this case the TEACCH programme.  This programme created by Eric Schopler in 1966 has many different elements but as Kalyva (2011, Chp.1) believes this programme focuses on maximising children’s abilities and skills by integrating behavioural principles.   





Methodology 
Research aims	
As discussed by Thomas (2010, p.13) when setting out a research project there are an ‘infinite number’ of questions or objections that can be set.  The focus of this project could be very broad looking at many different aspects for autistic children attending school X.
Thomas discusses the aims and objectives versus a range of research question.  In this case there are a serious of questions that need addressing, these are listed below, but the ultimate aim of this research is to find out:
What are the social benefits and drawbacks for ASD students attending school X.
The questions which I will be addressing in order to answer the research aim are:
What are the positive impacts on social skills of ASD students attending school X? 
What are the negative impacts on social skills of ASD students attending school X?
What are the key reasons for these effects?
How do the opinions of different stakeholders compare?
How much do these depend on the individuality of each student?
These questions are to be approached from the point of view of a range of stakeholders including the students, parents and staff from the Base and professionals who are well researched on ASD students in mainstream schools. Within these questions I will be looking at how integration has affected the social skills of ASD students and any stresses or issues caused through attending a mainstream Base.  As discussed by Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2017). There are no ‘hard and fast’ rules to how many questions should be set and there are lots of differing opinions on this matter.  Based on the recommendation made by Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2017) the questions I have set are, for the most part, quite specific and hopefully will lead my research.   
The conclusions of this research can hopefully be used to make recommendations for possible improvements to provision within the Base.    There is currently no evidence to show what provision is best for ASD students and I predict that this will depend very much on the individual needs of each student. This opinion reflects that of The National Autistic Society who state the ASD children are all individuals with a differing range of needs.   Ideally, this research will help highlight areas of strengths of this Base system and identify any problem areas with possible solutions or measures to overcome these.
Research Methods
Denscombe (2014) argues that by using mixed methods of research to investigate the same thing, that confidence in the findings and its accuracy is increased.   He believes this to be the main principle of triangulation.  This method of mixed research or triangulation assumes that neither quantitative nor qualitative data provide a full picture.  This view is supported too by Gorard, Taylor and Taylor (2006) who state that both methods are valuable and can both provide a partial picture.   The majority of this research will be based on qualitative data due to the complexity of what is being studied.  However, a small amount of quantitative data will be reviewed.  This is to include data which provided ongoing progress data on each student in the sample, later discussed.  This quantitative data shows students’ end of Key Stage 2 Levels and expected levels of progress as compared to actual levels of progress and will also include scores from National Testing.  These scores measure student ability in Numeracy and Literacy and when results are given to parents from the Welsh Government they are shown on a scale which compares the scores with national averages.   This will provide a base to review progress made on an individual academic level.  As stated by Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2017, p.48) ‘Quantitative data analysis has no greater or lesser importance than qualitative analysis and vice versa. Its use is entirely dependent on fitness for purpose’.  For the purpose of this research this method, even though I am not reviewing academic progress, will give me a good indication of how the students have settled into the school.   Likewise, there is pastoral data available on each student which is presented as quantitative data which will give an indication of each student’s happiness and confidence levels in school and any changes over time.
The majority of the research will look at qualitative data including a range of interviews, surveys and questionnaires. I will be looking at the opinions of not only the students but also the staff who work with these students on a regular basis, parents and professionals.  
The interviews carried out with students will be semi-structured interviews.  Following the advice of McGrath and Coles (2015, p.94) I will be meeting with the students beforehand to discuss the purpose of the interviews and I will be meeting the students on familiar ground to ensure students are comfortable.  I will go through the instructions with students very slowly and this is done in the Base, a room in which they are very comfortable and with staff around whom they trust. Students well-being is paramount and this will provide the most honest findings if students are happy and feel in control. The students will be informed that if they choose not to take part, even if this is during the interview then they can leave the area and move to the relaxation are known to the students as the ‘chill out’ zone of the Base.  Students have different zones in the Base and are very comfortable with these surroundings and understand that different areas are for different things.  Being told that they can go to the ‘chill-out zone’ is something students understand and would do this if they are feeling anxious or stressed in school or need some time out.   The use of unstructured interviews was considered but given the clear aims of the research and knowing already the students semi-structured interviews will be most appropriate.  The main advantage of carrying out semi-structured interviews, as highlighted by Denscombe (2014) is that there is some flexibility for the interviewer which can allow the interviewer to ask further questions which may arise or delve deeper into certain answers. 
The interviews will be carried out one-to-one, Denscombe (2014, p.216) too discusses the advantages of these types of interviews and relevant to this research is that the one-to-one interview is easier to control: ‘The researcher only has one person’s ideas to grasp and interrogate, and one person to guide through the interview agenda.’ 
Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2017, p.435) refer to the difficulty encountered when interviewing ‘marginalized groups’ which of course some children with ASD who have severe communication difficulties are.  They refer to the work of Kelly (2007, p.25–6) who promotes the use of communication cards and pictorial cards that for example indicate feelings.  Based on this and having seen the way students work at the Base, I will use this technique if necessary. 
I will also carry out interviews with OASIS staff and ASD professionals.  One of the professional interviews is to be with an ASD Charity Manager; the charity in question supports families and individuals with autism through training and mentoring.  The Charity Manager is also a parent to a son who has high functioning autism and is very experienced and works with families on an individual basis and so should provide a ‘rounded’ view on this topic.  The other professional interview will be with Person C who works in Child Health and works alongside the National Autistic Lead for Wales NHS. Person C also works with families and has to look at individual needs so will be able to offer a different view from more of a health and medical needs perspective.  
Similar to interviewing students, all of the adults concerned will also be informed that they can withdraw at any point. These interviews too will be semi-structured.  The reason for this choice, in this case, is quite different.  Both of these groups are very specialised and experienced in the area I am researching and although I have clear objectives for this research I would not like to hinder the answers to these.  Another option could have been a questionnaire and as Bell and Waters (2014, p.145) point out there is the possibility of bias with interviews however there is usually the opportunity to gain more information through interviews than there is questionnaires.  
Finally, I will carry out a survey with parents (Appendix 1) to assess their opinion on the progress of their child at school X with a focus on social skills.  The majority of students in the Base get to school through the means of a taxi or school bus which means parents are very rarely in school and so it would be of an inconvenience to ask parents to school for interviews.  Denscombe (2014) discuss the range of ways in which surveys can be carried out and for the purpose of this research I will use postal surveys or in this case ‘pupil post’.  Denscombe points out the possible disadvantages of using postal surveys such as time delay and response rate but despite this, I feel this is the most convenient option in this school context.   Whilst preparing the survey I will be careful not to use leading questions and ensure that where questions are closed that the Likert scale will be used.   Vanderstoep and Johnston (2009, p.81) recommend ‘ﬁve-point scales for attitude questions, because it provides enough response alternatives to reflect the various opinions’.
Triangulation
Gorard, Taylor and Taylor (2006, Chp.3) discuss in detail the different understandings of the term triangulation.  Stating that some believe that triangulation means that there should be three types of research, others believe, which is the viewpoint I will be adhering to in this research, that there should be elements of quantitative research and elements of qualitative research which are in line with the questions of research.  Using this method of triangulation the research findings should complement one another so that all findings can be compared and any contrasts made.  For example, in the case that this research data shows that a student is not progressing well but interviews with students or parents show otherwise, this information will not be disregarded as useless but patterns will be looked for and reviewed further with comparisons against other findings.
Schedule of Research
The Gantt chart below was written up prior to starting the research project.  Biggam (2015, p.103) suggests that creating a Gantt chart will help to visually see the different elements of a dissertation and can be a useful tool for managing time and sticking to deadlines.
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Sample
When deciding on how many students to include in the sample it was important that enough were chosen to get a fair representation of all ASD students in school X. In total 10 students will be part of this study; this also means 10 sets of parents as I feel it is important that the parents questioned are those of the students so that research can be correlated.  Of the 10 students, there are 2 students per year group of entry; in each group there are 3 – 5 students who attend the Base.  When deciding on the sample many sampling methods were considered but many discounted.  When deciding on the sample there were 2 important considerations – 
1 – I feel the students who would open up best to me would be those I teach or already have a relationship with as this will be important for students to feel comfortable whilst carrying out interviews.
2 – The opinion of Base staff on the parents’ likeliness of completing the questionnaire.  The Base staff aim to maintain regular contact with home and so will have a good idea of which parents are likely to not respond.
The sampling methods considered, as described by Greig (2007) were random sampling – this method was immediately disregarded because of the reasons above.  Likewise systematic sampling, which organises data systematically for example age, attendance would not be appropriate as does not consider point 1 or 2.
Using the sampling methods described by Greig (2007, p.102) my method is most similar to an ‘opportunity sample’ where the children have been chosen because in the main I know these students the most.  This is a non-random method of sampling but the intention being that these students will be most forthcoming when being interviewed.  Likewise the sample of parents, staff and professionals are ‘opportunity’ samples – the Base staff are those that work within the Base and so is the only option.  The professionals happen to be individuals who I have come across in my research.
Ethical Issues
Whilst completing this research the University Code of Conduct (University of South Wales, 2018) will be followed.  In line with this code of conduct, I will ensure that all participants are fully informed of the purpose of this research and that they will be kept anonymous in the findings.  Anderson and Corneli (2017, p.24) refers to what is called anonymous research findings stating that to be truly anonymous then even the researcher should not know the identity of the participants. For this research there will need to be some correlation between the student and parents’ data and so parents are lettered as are students to identify the pairings.  
Reflective of the University Code of Conduct, the safety of all participants is very important and in particular, the safety of the students involved as these are classified as children.  Children can be vulnerable to questioning and as recognised by Cohen, Taylor and Taylor (2017) and I would not want to put any unnecessary stress on the students.   Steps in place to ensure that these students feel safe at all times include having support staff present and carrying out the interviews in the Base which students are familiar with.  It may be emotional  for some students to discuss their feelings more so because all of the students involved are on the autistic Spectrum and so these questions will be asked if the student is at ease and happy to talk.  Students will be informed that they can say stop at any point or walk away should they feel uncomfortable.  Should this happen, then all discussions will stop immediately.   As mentioned above the students involved are all those I know quite well and can already read their behaviours quite well so should be aware if I need to stop the interviews.  As an additional measure of protection for these vulnerable learners, the staff present will always be watching the students’ reaction and will stop the questioning should they be concerned for the students.  As advised by BERA guidelines all participants will be told how the findings will be used and as stated in point 18 of the BERA guidelines parents will be informed and their permission gained before interviewing the students.  BERA (2011, p.7) states that parental permission must be granted before interviewing children and those who are vulnerable.
All participants will be aware that participation is completely voluntary and they have the right to withdraw from the interview at any time and no coercion will be used to make these participants join or remain in the study.  Parents may find the surveys emotional as they will be reflecting on the progress that their son / daughter has made in a way they may not have done so before.  Parents will be able to complete these surveys at home but I will provide contact details should they want to discuss anything and make initial contact before to ensure they know that they can withdraw from the survey and to confirm for them that all findings will be anonymised.   Following BERA guidelines, point 37 states that the methods used must be those that are deemed most fit for purpose with least the risk to all participants, researcher and the university.
All research collected will comply with the Data Protection Act (1998) including participants remaining anonymous and storage of data that is password protected and locked away in a locked room which only I have access to.  The main risk to myself as the investigator could arise should one of the interviewees become emotionally distressed or even aggressive.  The location and format of the interviews should minimise this as should the presence of support staff.  The support staff who are present know the students very well so will be looking for any signs of discomfort and if this should arise will stop the interviews and I will leave the Base room.  The presence of support staff will ensure that all data collected will be both unbiased and prevent any false acquisitions, or in this case of this happening will be witness supporting myself as the investigator.  
Research Analysis
There are many software programmes for analysing data but for the small amount of quantitative data that will be collected this will be analysed using Excel Spreadsheet.  When looking at the data I will be looking for progress made and from this too will be able to establish using the PASS survey information such as the confidence of students, attitudes and self-regard.   GL Assessment summarises the PASS survey as a short survey that gains an ‘insight into attitudes that could be hindering achievement.’  (GL Assessment, 2018)
Denscombe (2014) suggests that before analysing data that data is organised into groups.  Fortunately, the source of data will already mean that the data will be organised.  Whilst looking at the data, for example progress made academically I will be looking at both the mode in terms of progress made over the number of years the student has been in school.
When analysing the qualitative data I will be using a coding system. Using the methods outlined by Gibbs (2008) I will be categorising the data using codes.  This will allow me to compare outcomes and to ‘quickly collect together all the text coded I the same way and read it through to see what is at the core of the code’. (Gibbs, 2008, p.48)  This will also be combined with the use of tables as described by Miles, Huberman and Saldaña (2013, p.178).  This method will allow me to make comparisons and gain ‘a thumbnail profile of each participant’.
Conduct of the Research
The methods of research shown were in the main successful in gaining the data required.  Interviews would not have worked if they had been formally structured and using a semi-structured interview meant that questions could be added or adapted as required. The use of questionnaires with students were also semi-structured but these were a lot more flexible than planned.  It was evident straight away that students felt uncomfortable when just sat with me for an interview and so after just one interview the structure was changed.  During the interviews we sat in small groups and played games or plasticine and questions were changed so that they would be part of an ongoing chat.  We talked about lots of things before I asked any of the interview questions so that students were already talking openly to me.  These conversations and games were audio recorded so that the main findings could be later scribed.   As compared to the first semi-structured interview this method was far more successful.  As described by Wengraf (2001, p.5) carrying out semi-structured interviews can be challenging and what was key for me was having a list of my research objectives to had, some key questions and then re-wording these as was appropriate to the conversation or game. The survey carried out with parents had an 80% return, 8 out of 10 parents.  This is a fair response but ideally I would have had a 100% return.  In addition, although all parents completed the closed Likert style questions, only 5 completed the open-ended questions commenting on their child.  1 parent is the mother of 2 children in the sample so this can be considered as 6 comments providing qualitative research.














Findings and Analysis
Pilot Study
Prior to interviewing students and sending surveys home, a pilot study was carried out.  As explained by Blessing and Chakrabarti (2009) a pilot study’s main purpose is to foresee any issues and changes that need to be made to the research design.  In the case of this pilot study student D was interviewed prior to any other sampled students and a survey sent home to student D’s parents.  Blessing and Chakrabarti state that to successfully carry out a pilot study then this must ‘be as close as possible to the setup of the intended study’. (2009, p.114).The pilot study, although limited in size was extremely useful.  The survey was completed promptly and both quantitative and qualitative data were successfully collected and there appeared no bias in the answers of the parents.  The interview with student D proved that there were ‘”kinks” in the system’ (Melnyk and Morrison-Beedy, 2012, p.52).  This interview felt very staged and sitting at a table, with just me evidently made the student feel uncomfortable.  Her answers were very short and a lot of persuasion was needed to get further answers from her, this had to be done carefully to ensure no bias or as little bias as possible. Wallace and Van Fleet (2012) note that it can be difficult to minimise bias and although using multiple respondents can minimise bias this can be difficult if all respondents have the same preferences.    Towards the end of the interview, other students approached and I asked them to join us.  As it was a lunchtime, students are encouraged to play board games and so I was asked to join in.  This made a big difference to the atmosphere and student D immediately relaxed.  I then re-worded a question I had asked earlier about taking turns and applied this to the board game and found that the student opened up a great deal more.  For this reason, the interviews were then carried out with students whilst they were in groups and playing board games; this enabled open chat.  All sessions were recorded, and the main findings are summarised in Appendix 1.
This pilot study also highlighted the concern with my role as both a teacher and an interviewer.  The students very obviously see me as someone of authority and not someone who they would usually talk to about their feelings, in particular, those that may give a negative response about teachers or the school. For this reason it was even more important that I was seen to be on their level by playing games as an equal.

Student Data 
Academic Progress
This first part of the research looks at the students in the sample. The sample is small but as Daniel (2011) states depending on the level of research carried out, in particular with qualitative research, a small sample size is very often sufficient. Ten students were chosen from the Base, this was done based on the relationship I already have with the students and the likeliness of them participating in the research.  Following parental permission there were eight students in the sample from Years 7 to 11 to give a fair representation; very fortunately there were two in each year group.   Efron and Ravid (2013) claim that carrying out action research in education can be just as valid using a small but fair sample for the total population of interest than ensuring that everyone is involved and sampled. 
 The data in Figure 1 was collected to review students’ academic progression.  It is expected that students make progress of 2 levels at each Key Stage.  Levels are split and measured and the expectation is, for example, for a student to move from Level 4 to Level 6 in a Key Stage. (Tutor my Kids, 2018) 
Autism can affect students in many different ways and the challenges they face can affect both their development and learning. (Dodd, 2005) It is suggested by MacKenzie (2008, p.28) that every autistic child should be ‘approached as an individual who has many strengths and abilities’.  Mackenzie believes that doing this will enable teaching and learning to be more effective for autistic children. To measure the effectiveness of teaching and learning for students at School X the progress made by the sample is illustrated below in Figure 2.  The table shows the level or grades that the students are currently working at and most importantly if the expected progress has been made.  Of these predictions, those at Key Stage 4 are most accurate due to ongoing exams and coursework which aid teachers’ predictions.  





Figure 2: End Key Stage Predictions and Attendance
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Pastoral Progress
The well-being of all students in any setting is very important. It is even more imperative to monitor the well-being of autistic students due to the feeling of anxiousness that most individuals with autism experience.  For some students, anxiousness is very much a concern as Purkis et al (2016, p.41) recognise there is a ‘cycle of being worried about anxious’ this can then lead on to further problems with anxiety and panic attacks.  For reasons such as this the PASS survey is used.  The PASS survey is an online survey that students take each year with the intention of highlighting any ‘barriers to learning, including issues around confidence, resilience, motivation, concentration, disaffection and alienation’ (GL Assessment, 2018) 
Figure 3 shows both the latest data from the PASS survey and the data collected when each student was in Year 7.  The data collected in Year 7 has been shown to give an indication of change over the years and to look for areas of progress or decline.  We are unable to compare Year 7 students, A and B, against other data but visibly the data collected for both these students show that there are areas of concern that needed monitoring.  In School X it would ordinarily be the Head of House who is responsible for acting upon this data but in this case, it would be the Base Lead teacher.   
It can be noted that all other students have made a marked improvement in their pastoral well-being (from Year 8 to 11) having no ‘causes for concern’ (highlighted red) and students such as H having a ‘positive’ outcome’ with all prior concerns now ‘deemed positive’.  The findings also show that the areas of greater concern for this sample of children are based around confidence and self-belief; these being ‘Learner Self Regard’ and ‘Confidence in Learning’.  Painter (2006) discusses working with autistic children and states that many children with autism have low self-esteem and confidence in themselves which reflects these outcomes. 
Figure 3: PASS Survey
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Student Interviews and Observations
(Appendix 2 and 3)
Following the pilot study, it was clear that the interviews needed to be as informal as possible.  Achari (2014, p.119) describes the benefits of carrying out informal interviews and the key to my research is the fact that the students may have just seen this as ‘conversation’.  It was important to also find out how students felt about school and these were very open questions which allowed students to speak honestly about what they liked and disliked about School X.    As according to Riding (2002, p.95) ‘A happy pupil is a successful pupil!’. Riding believes that learning will be attractive to students if they have prior success which will have impacted on their self-confidence.  Purkis et al (2016, p.41) recognise that many autistic individuals may be suffering from anxiety or very similar symptoms but the individuals are not even aware of this due to this being their ‘normal state of being’. The findings vary greatly between each student and Figure 4 shows the main findings from both the interviews and my own observations.  
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Summary of Student Data
Mixing with other students and making friends
Most students are happy to mix with other students in the Base and the majority are very confident mixing here; with some taking the lead and saying that they feel most comfortable and confident when in the Base.  
Chilvers (2007, p.65) explains how most autistic children want to make friends and believes it to be a misconception that autistic children do not want friends. She also argues that developing friendships helps develop ‘prosocial behaviours’ such as sharing and regulating emotions. 
Puberty, emotions and self-awareness
Gillberg and Coleman (2000, report on the work of Kanner (1971) and Szatmari et al (1989)) state that often high-functioning autistic children can improve through puberty and into their teenage years.  This is reflected in the outcomes of the student interviews.  The older students, in particular, show that very rarely do they feel the need for support from the Base or Base staff as they did in younger years.  All students who are in Year 9 or above have very good self-awareness and plainly show that they understand their own emotions.  Some students show that they can better manage their emotions and others clearly know how to react should they feel upset or angry.  The youngest students in the sample showed that they have an understanding or their own emotions but are yet to show empathy or understanding of others’ emotions. 
Subjects and teachers
Some students discuss specific subjects when asked what they like about school.  It is interesting to note that these students also discuss extra-curricular clubs which are optional.  There is little comment about teachers as a whole although it is noted that if there is a change of teacher such as a supply or new teacher this can cause students to become unsettled.  This is a very typical problem for autistic children. Dodd (2005) discusses in depth the importance of routine for autistic individuals but looks at how children can be prepared for changes in routine to help them cope with these changes more effectively.  One point made by Student H was interesting – when asked about his likes and dislikes of School X he answered: “Actually I think I like the teachers because I am coming to do A Levels because I know my teachers are good and they know my ways, like they know me”.  This leads us to believe that this student has developed relationship skills which mirror Whitman (2004) who discusses the ability of autistic students to build relationships.
The Base
The student interviews showed that the Base was an area that all students felt safe.  Moreover, some of the older students no longer visit the Base as much as they feel that they have outgrown it and now have found their own group area to go to.  Noticeably the work that goes on in the Base is reflected in students’ answers.  They know what expectations are in terms of manners, taking turns and how they treat others. Myers (2010) focuses on the importance of teaching life skills to autistic children.  The interviews show that students are told to behave well towards others and how to introduce themselves which Myers recognises as some of the important life-skills that autistic individuals need for everyday life both as a child and young adult.  Myers (2010, p.171) states that we ‘need manners to make the day functional’.  She discusses learnt phrases which will prepare autistic children for a range of situations, evidently this is taught in the Base and this is having a positive impact on the students sampled. 
Movement around the school
Bogdashina (2003, p.50) explains that for many with autism, large crowds can be overwhelming; “In crowded places, their brains seem to try to process all the stimuli around them”.  This is evident in the student interviews with a few mentioning how they feel about moving around the school.  Measures are made to try to prevent the students from leaving the Base whilst the corridors are at their most busy but some students are still very aware and nervous about going to lessons by themselves.  Again, it is worth noting that this seems to be no longer an issue for the older students and that other students have found ways around this using the quieter, but longer, routes to lessons. 
Interviews with Base Staff
(Appendix 4 and 5)
Semi-structured Interviews were carried out with two members of Base staff. As discussed previously a semi-structured interview allowed for the opportunity to ask further questions based on the answers to previous questions.  As recommended by Denscombe (2014) one-to-one interviews were used as these allowed specific questioning techniques based on each interviewee’s answers.   One of the interviews was with Person A, who manages the Base and another with Person B who has worked in the Base for 4 years.  During these interviews, I focussed on finding out how social skills were developed and encouraged in the Base and the opinions of the staff on the benefits and drawbacks of working with ASD children in a mainstream school. There are some very practical recommendations made by many different authors as to how social skills can be taught; some examples of these include Moyes (2012) who promotes the use of visual techniques to develop social skills in autistic children. The main purpose of these interviews were to specifically find out which strategies are used in School X.  The main findings are summarised below:
Routines and teaching within the Base
The Base staff have very clear routines for students which must be followed; an example of this is taking turn to tidy up the dinner table. The importance of routines for autistic students has long been discussed by Wall (2007, p.65) explains the needs that autistic individuals have for routine and ‘sameness’.  Wall believes that structures and clear routines help support autistic individuals overcome many of their difficulties in day-to-day life.   Students are taught in the Base explicitly basic social skills such as how to greet people and how to introduce themselves.  Base staff, role model good behaviour and students know that they must sit quietly in classrooms and this is done through in-class support when students are in year 7 and 8.  The Base staff both talk about using these methods consistently and ensuring students know that there are high expectations and that they are expected to treat others how they wish to be treated themselves.
Understanding emotions
Both members of staff agree that some students have a very good understanding of emotions and it is primarily with year 7 students that they use things such as the emotions wall display to help students understand others’ emotions. Understanding others’ emotions can be a very difficult challenge for many on the autistic spectrum and so this is unusual and reflects positively on the students sampled.  Hanbury (2012) discusses the difficulty that students have not only reading others’ emotions but dealing with their own and recognising the cause and effect of emotions.  They also talk about students’ learning about their own emotions and giving the students the skills they need to understand the emotions.  There are specific references made to Student E and H in the Person A interview and she explains how these students have grown in emotional intelligence and are now very aware of their own emotions and know how to cope for example if they are angry or upset. 
Barriers for ASD students in the mainstream school
It is clear that there are some barriers but more precisely being in a mainstream school provides less flexibility than there would be in a special school; flexibility to teach students life skills and take them out of lessons and DS comments how she would like to teach the children "how to catch a bus, shopping, things like that but because of the number of children we have and the different age groups it makes it hard" (Appendix 4)  McDonald (2014, p.121) in her research looks at the issues concerning schooling and in particular highlights the need for there to be flexibility in meeting autistic children’s individual needs.  
Both members of the staff are concerned about bullying from mainstream students.  It is commented “very rarely do we have any issues” (Appendix A) but this is evidently a worry and something that they monitor and look closely for. A survey carried out in 2006 by the National Autistic Society uncovered that over ’40 per cent of children with autism have been bullied at school’ (2006, p.3) Reid and Batten (2006) believe that the indifference shown by many autistic children results in them struggling to make friends which can then result in bullying.  
Both staff also discuss the issue of moving around the school and crowds in the corridor but have strategies in place to assist students. The final barrier they both discuss is that some teachers are still not fully aware of each individual child’s needs and in particular this would be with new or cover teachers.  These are both reflective of the findings from the student interviews.
Benefits for ASD students in the mainstream school
The main benefit both members of staff recognise is “mixing with other children” (Appendix 5).  Although they have talked about the issues with corridors they have also said that by mixing with other students, other than Base students, they have quickly had to adapt and learn to cope with the size of the school. Person A believes that for the children being around mainstream children develops resilience.  Resilience is something that School X strives to develop in all children through tools to develop a positive growth mindset but developing resilience in children on the autism spectrum is not as easy. Brooks and Goldstein (2012, p.13) discuss the need for autistic children to develop a ‘social resilient mindset’. In their book aimed at supporting parents with strategies to develop resilience in autistic children.  Brooks and Goldstein promote the development of resilience in autistic children stating it to be a powerful development tool which will help autistic children to manage their social anxieties. 
Both members of staff also point out that the specialism of teachers is a benefit of a mainstream school using certain students specifically who have interests in subject areas and are able to work with specialist teachers unlike if they were in a special school.  In research carried out by Brown (2016) mainstream teachers from primary schools stated how it is not always easy to include SEN children due to class sizes and the need to reach standards due to the current government setting a standards agenda, with all the measures that schools now have to go through every year.  

Interviews with Professionals
Two interviews with professionals in the areas of autism and education were carried out. These will be referred to throughout as Person C and Person D.  The objective of interviewing these was to find out their opinion on the provision of an ASD Base in a mainstream school.  
The important factors when choosing a school for an autistic child
Person D was able to come at this question from a number of angles, having an autistic child he explained that for some autistic children schooling in a mainstream was not even an option due to the support needed and his son’s inability to cope in crowded areas.  On the other hand, he is also a governor at a primary school which has a Base and has visited a number of schools with ASD provision and believes these to be suitable for children who have some level of independence and who are not in need of one to one support. Person D states “when I advise parents about schooling there are no straightforward ways of working out which school is best and I would advise parents to visit all schools they are considering and take their child with them” (Appendix 7).  Person C echoes this point with regards to visiting schools prior to choosing and like Person D, agrees that choosing a school is a very personal choice and will depend on the individual needs of the child.   This is echoed by the National Autistic Society who guides parents to look at all the schooling options and find the school that meets the needs of their children. (National Autistic Society, 2018)  
Opinion of the provision of a ‘Base’ for ASD children in a mainstream school
Both Person C and Person D have a range of views on the provision of a Base in a mainstream school.  It seems that both think that this is the preferred option for ASD children given that there is enough support in place for a child and that their individual needs can be met.  Person D believes that autistic children who “are high functioning would thrive given the opportunity to attend a secondary school”. (Appendix 6) He also states though that those children who need specialist care and are “unable to develop any independence will need the smaller classes and more specialist care given in a specialist school”.  Person C also focuses on the support available and like Person D would advise parents to visit schools to find out for themselves the support available and whether or not this meets the needs of their children.  This level of support that needs to be assessed is discussed by Seach, Lloyd and Preston (2002) in addition the difficulty for teachers of differentiating mainstream lessons for just one or two autistic students is emphasised.
Furthermore, they both believe that this type of school prepares students for life after school echoing the views of Cole (2006) and in addition, Person C believes that this provision is good for all students, helping them “develop an understanding of children with additional needs and helps them to accept difference.”(Appendix 6)  Their concerns with this provision are based on the school itself and the ratio of teachers to students meaning that not every member of staff may be completely aware of each student’s individual needs.  
What effects can attending a ‘Base school’ have on the development of social skills?
Person C highlights the fact that “Social skills are the hardest skill to develop in children with autism”.  This opinion is reflected by Sargent (2011) who has developed a range of techniques and lessons to develop social skills. Sargent believes that although social skills are some of the most difficult skills to learn and to teach they are the ‘most positive aspect of life itself’ (2011, p.5); from developing social competencies he believes lots of other issues such as self-esteem, developing relationships and independence will all improve through the teaching of social skills. 
Person C also adds to her argument that “Personally I feel that for autistic children, being in a mainstream school will help children’s social skills simply….. simply by just being around other children.”  (Appendix 6) Person D agrees with this sentiment also stating that for ASD children mixing with other children in a mainstream school is a significant learning experience. Sargent (2011, p. 29) tells of the benefits from mixing children in particular in classroom situations, listing these benefits and refers to the fact that everyone contributes something to a group activity or as suggested by the parents, other students become ‘role models’. Sargent believes that this mixed ability interaction will improve not only the social skills but behaviour and academic skills of all the students.  Nonetheless, for Hannah (2001, p.4-7) whilst it can be effective for  young children  to mix with autistic children it cannot be expected that by putting the children together in a playground that they will learn to interact without any other intervention.  Hannah argues that there needs to be both support and guidance in place for this to be effective.









Parent Survey
[image: ]
This parent survey enabled both the collection of quantitative and qualitative data. Quantitative   data was collected through the means of a Likert scale type survey and qualitative through open questions at the end of the survey.  As described by Taylor (2005, p.221) in the past both sets of data would not have been compared or combined and only quantitative research findings were thought to be ‘objective’.   In the case of this study, both are deemed equally important and support the findings of one another. Based purely on the results above it is clear that the majority of parents believe there to have been an improvement in the social skills of their child since joining School X.  81% of the answers said that there was some improvement or a big improvement when referring to the social skills; 48% of these answers point to the big improvement category.  
The students who showed no change according to parents’ feedback are notably both year 7 students.  This could be linked to the work of Jean Piaget.  As described by Yap (2012) Piaget believed that children go through four stages of development as a child.  The two which are most relevant to this study being the ‘Concrete Operational Stage’ from about the age of 7 to 11 and the ‘Formal Operational Stage’ from the age of 12 which affects the thinking of a child.   This would be the case for our Year 7 students who we can see have not made much progress since joining School X.  
In addition to Figure 5 are the opinions given by parents.  Parents were asked in the questionnaire to Please comment on any factors that you think have helped your child develop their social skills at school x. (Appendix 8) The parent of student A is also the parent of student E and the written feedback is very interesting given that some improvement has only been noted in one area out of the six.  This parent reflects on the progress made by her son, student E and notes that her son made little progress socially in year 7 but she is now pleased with the amount of progress made socially, which was her main reason for choosing a mainstream school with ASD provision.  This parent believes that attending a mainstream school has enabled student E to mix with other students but also to develop coping strategies for different social situations.   
The feedback from the Parent of student B details the area of improvement which is the ability to play with others. This parent believes this to be down to the games and routines at the Base during lunch times. 
Parent C gives a positive report of the care and support that the Base provides.  Parent C believes that the daughter’s ‘big improvements’ are due to this provision and the opportunity and encouragement to take part in activities which have ‘sparked her interest.’
Parent F tells how it is only in the last year, which would have been Year 8 has a big improvement been seen in F’s social skills. This again could be linked to what we know about cognitive development from Piaget (Yap, 2012).  Parent F too talks of the support provided and is evidently very pleased that her son is now confident to spend less time in the Base and mix with other children.
All parents have seen a “big improvement” in their child’s ability to play and to take turns and most parents have seen a ‘big improvement’ in their child’s ability to listen to others and patiently wait for their turn to speak. 
The open question allowed parents to give their own opinions this being negative or positive and the outcome of all were positive recognising the provision for students and support provided.  This method of mixing closed and open questions is often used in government surveys as it provides both ‘frequencies and narratives’. (Gorard and Taylor, 2006, p.126)  
Interestingly parents also saw the mixing that their children have to do with other students as a benefit to their social development. This has been previously discussed and both the negatives and positives but from a parents’ perspective there are some parents, as described by Moor (2008) who fear loneliness for their autistic child.  These parents desperately want to see their child interacting with others and hope sincerely that their children can make friends.

Key Findings Summarised
Reflecting on the aims of the research, to follow is an interpretation of what the findings have shown in relation to each of these aims: 
What are ‘social skills’ and what programmes and methods are already in place to develop social skills with autistic teenagers?
The exact definition of social skills, and what skills are considered 'social', changes from one person to another. Cumpta and Fell (2010) created a system to develop social skills within autistic children.  This included some of the areas discussed such as making friends and working with peers, communication and understanding emotions.   However, their programme looks at areas that have not come up within this research such as managing distractions, how to ask for help and even personal safety. Another programme  'Super Skills' with the same intention created by Coucouvanis (2005) looks at breaking down social skills and in this programme they are broken down into  4 categories - Fundamental Skills, Social Initiation Skills, Social Response Skills and Getting Along with Others. These are just 2 examples but this plainly shows us that the term social skills can encompass a great many skills. The qualitative research from the parents’ survey shows that parents consider social skills to be those involving making friends, working with others and being aware of emotions and how to deal with different situations. It is evident that within the Base there are systems and routines in place to help the students develop social skills.  There is no programme as such but the research shows that staff are very aware of the individual needs of each child and so provide support as needed.  The findings show that all stakeholders feel these to be effective; in particular, the parents who all have seen some progress in their child’s social skills development.
What are the positives and negatives impacts on social skills of ASD students attending School X and what are the key reasons for these effects?
The negative impacts are really not clear through the research, however, the negative concerns are.  The main concerns revolve around the worry about bullying and mixing when students first join the school.  Concern is shown by some students with regards to the number of students in corridors between lessons. This concern with large crowds and noise is very common in individuals with autism.  Bogdashina (2005, p.83) explains this with reference to ‘hypersensitivity’; this is broken down into ‘hyperhearing’ and ‘hypervision’. This is the case when an individual’s vision, for example, is almost too ‘acute’ and their hearing is amplified causing sensory overloads and this most commonly happens in crowded and unfamiliar areas. 
Although there is no evidence of students’ progress being affected by a change in teachers it is evidently important that all teachers are aware of the individual needs of students but this, in particular, can affect students if there is a new or supply teacher.  
The findings of this research illustrate that the mixing with mainstream students is possibly one of the areas that have the most positive impact on the development of social skills with students. Specifically, as students learn themselves how to deal with social situations and develop their own coping skills.  Contrary to this Sargent (2011, p.55) believes that although most children learn most social skills through ‘imitating other children’.  Children with autism do not have the same ability and very often do not learn through ‘incidental leaning’.  
The stability of having the Base to set routines, expectations and a safe area for students too have been vital to the success of the students researched.  The students in year 8 and onwards show that having the Base and being in a mainstream school has worked for them in their social skills development. 

Where there any gaps or issues with the research?
In hindsight, there are a few elements of the research which I would have changed given the chance. It would have been beneficial to have sent the surveys home to more students and parents to collect further data and feedback on the progress of students.  Ideally, all students who attend the Base would have participated and this may have changed the outcomes of the research findings or supported the findings made.  I would have liked to have gained more information from the parents.  The use of the Likert scale limited the information on progress and was not specific; one person’s opinion of a ‘big improvement’ may be another’s interpretation of ‘some improvement’. 
The largest gap in the research was from not interviewing or carrying out a survey with the mainstream teachers.  The findings are mixed showing us that some authors believe that mainstream teachers do not have the skills to support autistic children within a mainstream class and primary evidence showing that teachers have developed good relationships with students and understand and accommodate their individual needs. 












Conclusions and Recommendations
Throughout the literature review and study, the main aims of the research were always a consideration.  The first of these aims ‘What are ‘social skills’ and what programmes and methods are already in place to develop social skills with autistic teenagers?’  is both a complex question and a very simple question.  The question what are ‘social skills’ has no definitive answer.  The work of Cumpta and Fell (2010), Coucouvanis (2005) and Mesibov, Shea and Schopler (2014) alone show us that there are very different opinions on what are considered social skills and these are categorised and labelled differently by each of the authors. The second part of this question looks at the methods in place and there are evidently a number of programmes and methods in place and recommended for children with autism to develop social skills.  These range from the Super Skills program created by Coucouvanis (2005) to the TEACCH approach recommended by Mesibov, Shea and Schopler (2014).  In addition to the programs offered there is a plethora of recommendations and suggested lessons available through support groups like Autism Trust and authors such as Cumpata and Fell (2010) who offer lesson plans, games and role-play activities all with the intention of developing social skills in autistic students. The research showed that the Base does not use any of these programs but use their own systems at School X.
The remaining aims were very much the tool used to decide upon the research methods and questions types for interviews and surveys. These aims looked at the impact, the benefits and drawbacks to social skills of autistic students attending School X.  The findings of these are concluded below:
The research showed that nearly all students were developing social skills at School X and that progress for students once reaching Year 8 is at a quickened pace.  This could be linked to Piaget’s theories of development which tell us that as students enter Year 8 they are beginning to mature and think differently, in particular, starting to use their reasoning skills. (Verywellmind.com, 2018)  
Evidently, the systems put in place in the Base are beneficial to the students.  The research shows that students are taught how to take turns, how to be kind to others, make friends and even manners are taught. (Appendix 2, 3 and 4) The feedback from parents, students and staff show that these are effective.  There is an expectation level in the Base and Student E portrayed this perfectly; “Everyone in here is my friend, I’m always nice to people in here – Miss wouldn’t be happy if we weren’t nice” Although not an aim of the research it is evident from answers such as this that the relationship between the staff in the Base and the students is key.  The interviews with Person A and B demonstrated that they knew the students very well and throughout the student interviews and the feedback from parents there is reference made to these relationships.  (Appendix 4 and 5)
The literature showed us conflicting views of autistic students' development in mainstream. Some, such as Sargent (2011), believing that it is not enough to mix mainstream and autistic students and see results whereas others such as Trevarthen (1998, p.238) believing that schools such as School X bring ‘benefits of company and stimulation’ whilst still supporting students. 
In the case of this research, the findings showed us that staff and parents were unanimous in their responses believing that this mix is beneficial to the students.  The professionals hold very much the same view for autistic children, who they believed had the independence skills to manage in a mainstream school.  The autistic spectrum is very wide and in this research we have looked at students who are verbal and have already some level of independence.  Person C has experience of both specialist and mainstream schools and has quite specific views - ‘this type of placement is very good for children who are not reliant on one to one support and have already some level of independence’ (Appendix 6).  She argues that for these children the specialist staff in a Base can offer continuity and consistency that autistic students need whilst mainstream staff provide subject specialism’.   She does recognise that not all mainstream teachers are specifically trained in teaching autistic children. This view is supported by Rodriguez, Saldana and Moreno who state that mainstream teachers report that they are ‘not equipped with the knowledge or skills to address the needs of these students’ (Cited Yefim, 2016, p.117) This was a limitation of the research, not getting feedback from all teachers but research collected from students show that most students have developed good relationships with their teachers and that their teachers know them well. For example, Student E comments “My teachers know who I like and they let me work with them” (Appendix B). 
One of the main concerns for students is the movement in the corridors.  As discussed earlier this is mainly due to the hypersensitivity that some autistic children experience. (Bogdashina, 2005) The findings from students show that most have developed skills to deal with this.  Student E is an excellent example of where a student has developed their own ‘coping’ skills to move in crowded areas and arguably this would not have been required or learnt if he had not attended a mainstream school (Appendix B)
There are no clear answers to any of the aims of this research and the final question, What are the key reasons for these effects? is no different.   As above there are elements which the research shows have had a positive impact on the student’s social skills such as the routines implemented by the staff in the Base and the inclusion in lessons.  Nevertheless, as predicted, the development of social skills is very different for each of the students and each has very individual and different needs.   Train (2007, p.146) discusses development in children and states that all children will mature naturally at their own level but learning ‘is a change resulting from experience’.  It is these experiences that being in a mainstream school offers autistic children which the research shows are beneficial to the learning of social skills.
There are areas of very good practice which are recognised by not only the outcomes from students but also from parents and staff.  Recommendations that can be carried forward are a result of the research findings and literature review:
Continue to use routines and systems in the Base
 The use of routines and systems within the Base are embedded and effective in helping students to develop social skills this supports Wall who stated that autistic children need routine. (2007, p.65) These include simple systems to teach students how to take turns.  Students are encouraged to play board games and learn how to work with others.  Students from Year 7 are prompted and reminded of their behaviour and manners on a regular basis.  There is evidence from the older students that show they are able to make friends with other students all be it that they prefer a smaller friendship group they seem to value the friends they have. 
Continue to develop relationships to support students
Students clearly respect the staff in the Base but they also feel safe there.  Student C refers to the Base as a “happy place” and shows that this is somewhere where she is comfortable and supported stating “When I come here I feel like the same like when I’m home”.  One of the most endearing comments made by a student about the staff in the Base was Student D when referring to Person A, she states “I really like Person A, she looks out for me”.  (Appendix B)
Encourage students to find subjects of interest 
Most students, even those in year 7 have shown interests in certain subjects and this has helped each in developing relationships with members of teaching staff and mixing with others in that subject area.  The biggest achievements linked to this is the voluntary attendance of students to clubs and extra-curricular activities. Student C is an excellent example having taken part in the school production. (Appendix D)
Develop mainstream teachers knowledge and skills of the autistic spectrum
One of the concerns that both professionals raised was the knowledge and skills that mainstream teachers had to enable and accommodate an autistic student in the mainstream class. The student surveys show that the majority of students have good relationships with some teachers and most teachers are aware of students' needs. (Appendix B)  Seach, Lloyd and Preston (2002, p.5) suggest for teachers to be most effective in teaching autistic children within a mainstream class then they should prepare by looking at the child’s ‘individual strengths and weaknesses’ and acknowledge that each child may have different development profile alongside understanding the ‘specific features of the autistic disorder’.  Understandably with large class sizes, sometimes up to 32, this can be difficult and so teachers may need reminding from Base staff as to specifics on each child so to take away the emphasis on the teacher finding out the information and this being provided for them.  
Develop awareness of autism among mainstream students 
Mixing with other students comes up often in the research as being a major strength of having the Base in School X. One of the main concerns, on the other hand, was bullying and this was also seen in the literature review.  A recommendation by Beaney (2017) is creating Autism Champions.  This is recommended for use in primary schools but could be developed in secondary schools.  In particular, Beaneys programme to create autism awareness provides teachers with lesson plans and assemblies to develop an understanding amongst other students of what autism is and how they can help.  This could also help eliminate the concerns that parents have when students are transitioning from Year 6.
Develop flexibility within the timetable for individual students to learn social skills
The interviews with staff from the Base highlighted the need for there to be some flexibility in the timetabling of the students.  In a mainstream school students must stick to a very rigid timetable.  Scheuermann, Webber and Lang (2018, p.100) discuss the skills learnt in subjects and the importance of these being ‘integrated across subjects’.  They also give the example of catching a bus and the number of skills this will teach an autistic student discussing social skills and communication. They also support this argument that the focus of the curriculum and school for autistic students should be to teach social and life skills and to teach students how ‘to function independently as an adult in his or her community’.
owever 




Professional and Personal Development
Having carried out this research it has enabled me to reflect on my own teaching and interaction of autistic students.  The interviews with students made me appreciate how very different each one of our autistic students is.  Prior to this research, I would bear certain things in mind when teaching mixed classes such as ensuring I explain at the start of the lesson what activities were being carried out in the lessons.  This research has encouraged me as a teacher to find out more about individual students.  In my opinion, interviewing Person A and B has helped them too, to reflect on the work carried out in the Base and look at areas which they feel they could work upon to better support the students. 
Sharing the Recommendations
The conclusions of the research and recommendations will be shared with Base staff and the professionals.  This will be done in person so that I can thank them also for their contribution to the research. These will also be shared with Governors and School X Senior Leadership Team in the new term and will support the review of the Base.   
Finally, if I were to follow up research I would look specifically at the skills, knowledge and confidence of teachers in School X whilst teaching autistic children with the viewpoint of providing support to enable them to become more effective teachers.  
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