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Research Proposal

The planned aims and objectives for this study are below. 

Aims 

· To investigate the effectiveness of strategies used by a Secondary school to promote the inclusion of learners with Autism
· To examine the challenges and considerations in Secondary schools when including learners with Autism. 

Objectives 

· To establish the most effective inclusion strategies for learners with Autism
· To identify the challenges experienced by Secondary schools when including learners with Autism
· To determine the considerations that should be made by Secondary schools when including learners with Autism


Introduction

The notion of inclusion concerning special educational needs (SEN) stemmed from the disadvantage learners with (SEN) had in an educational system that would not adapt to meet their individual needs (Nind, Sheehy, and Simmonds, 2003 and Gray, 2009). The Education Act (1996) put forward the requirement that learners with (SEN) should be included in a mainstream educational setting and have the necessary provisions made for them, barring extreme circumstances. This is reflected in the Equality Act (2010) which ensures that people with disabilities have the right to be treated in a non-discriminate manner. 

There are various types of (SEN), each with its own set of challenges and considerations that must be made by schools to facilitate inclusion (Stoken and Hornby (2000). This research focuses on Autism. Learners with Autism have specific difficulties that require particular interventions on their learning. Successful interventions ensure that their inclusion in a mainstream educational setting is adequate. Recent research by Crosland and Dunlap (2012) suggests that the number of children diagnosed with autism has increased significantly in the last thirty years. A consequence of the increase is a rise in the number of learners with autism attending mainstream educational settings. The implications of this on schools is that they must adapt to the particular needs of their learners to ensure that they are given the same education and opportunities as their peers. This research aims to explore the inclusive practice of a Secondary school concerning their learners that have Autism. The main focus of the study will be on the effectiveness of the various strategies used by the school to facilitate learning and provide an inclusive environment for their learners. Furthermore, this research intends to evaluate the challenges and considerations associated with the inclusion and education of learners on the autistic spectrum. To achieve this, the opinion of the stakeholders, for example, teachers, pupils, and parents are required. 

I have a background as a teaching assistant in a Specialist Teaching Facility within a Secondary school, primarily working on a one to one basis with learners that have Autism. The experience I have gained has provided me with the motivation to undertake this research. Because of my experience working with learners that have Autism, I have decided that my opinion on the subject is of value to the study. Therefore, the research methods will reflect my decision to be a part of the study. For this research, inclusion is used with regards to learners with Special Educational Needs (SEN). 

The majority of recent research concerning learners with Autism has been carried out in primary settings (Lehane, 2016).  This view is supported by Crosland and Dunlap (2012) who also suggest that there is currently no research which outlines effective practice for schools with Autistic learners. Because of this, I feel that this research is of importance. There is a need for qualitative research that outlines the effectiveness of various inclusive strategies for learners with autism. 

The title for this study is “Autism and inclusion in Secondary schools: A qualitative report on the strategies used by Secondary schools to promote the inclusion of learners with Autism.” 

Literature Review

Historically learners with (SEN) were separated from mainstream schools and received education by professionals in special schools (Stakes and Hornby, 2000; Carrington, 1999). Carrington (1999) suggests that the segregation of learners because of their (SEN) marginalised them. They were not identified as individuals but instead viewed as a group that shared a common characteristic. Stakes and Hornby (2000) suggest that the inclusion and integration of learners with (SEN) in the UK into the mainstream, began via the Education Act (1976). This Act allowed for the inclusion of learners with (SEN) to be integrated into mainstream school environments. Cigman (2006) supports this view and states that the Warnock Report (1978) had a significant role to play in the inclusion of learners into the mainstream. There remain some circumstances where the view is that some learners benefit from not being fully integrated into mainstream settings. However, more recently arguments have been made for the full inclusion of every learner. Cigman (2006) supports this view and suggests that one of the main reasons for this is that learners have the right to be included regardless of their (SEN). However, Reid (2005) suggests that when it comes to the inclusion of pupils with (SEN), schools often tend too separate them from mainstream or include them into the mainstream without providing for their individual needs. Riddell (2002) supports this view and suggests that there is frequently a conflict between the budget of the school and the cost of resources required for learners with (SEN). However, Wang (2009) argues that the inclusion of learners with severe (SEN) in mainstream classrooms can have an adverse effect on their learning and wellbeing. 

Several authors suggest that inclusion requires a whole school approach via cultural change (Booth and Ainscow, 2011; Reid, 2011; Carrington, 1999). At the centre of a fully inclusive school is an inclusive culture. Reid (2005) supports this view and suggests that an inclusive culture requires investment from every pupil and member of staff. Booth and Ainscow (2011) propose that an inclusive culture develops via effective use of strategies and the allocation of resources. 

Stakes and Hornby (2000) state that autistic children have many difficulties. The National Autistic Society (2016) support this view and highlight that the autistic spectrum is vast. There is a significant range of needs within the autism spectrum. For example, some learners may have little to no verbal communication and low intelligence whereas others may have high intelligence and good communication (The National Autistic Society, 2016).  Because of this, the level of support and resources needed for learners with autism varies immensely. 

Crosland and Dunlap (2012) have stated that there is not a substantial amount of research conducted on the effectiveness of strategies used to promote the inclusion of learners with autism, this is supported by Lehane (2016) who outlines that the majority of research has been carried out at primary level. The lack of research outlines a gap in research. Stakes and Hornby (2000) describe possible strategies to improve the learning of children with Autism, though the effectiveness of such approaches is not justified. Additionally, recent research by Crosland and Dunlap (2012) outlines the efficacy of a few strategies on learners with autism in Secondary education. 

Methodology

This section will put forward the details of the research proposal. 
For the research to be reliable and valid, it is essential that the correct methodology is chosen (Morse, J et al, 2002). As a researcher, my interest is in the subjective views that people make of the same reality. My awareness of this fact has enabled me to decide which research paradigm and methods are the most suitable. As previously stated, there is a current gap in research concerning the effective strategies used to include learners with Autism within Secondary schools. I am addressing this gap by conducting my inquiry within a Secondary school. In deciding on the research paradigm for the study, I had to take into account it’s context. 

I aim to be able to observe the day to day life of the staff and learners within a Secondary school. Observations allow me to gain a good understanding of the effectiveness of the strategies used. Additionally, I will make interpretations of what I am observing. I aim to converse with the people directly involved in the education of learners with Autism, namely the teachers, parents, and learners themselves. 

The decision to collect qualitative data for this research is for two reasons. Firstly, data from previous research undertaken in this area of education is primarily qualitative. Secondly, the data in this study is coming from professionals and stakeholders. These are people that are actively involved with learners that have Autism. The information that they have, which I can collect through observations and interviews will allow me to form a greater understanding of the effective strategies, challenges, and considerations concerned with the inclusion of learners with autism. A quantitative approach would not allow the amount of depth in data required for this study. 

Cohen et al (2011) and Punch and Oancea (2014) state that there are many research paradigms in existence. Of these paradigms, the main ones used by researchers are positivist, post-positivist and interpretivist/constructivist (Cohen et al, 2011). Constructivist research concerns qualitative data. The relevance of this to my study is that the data collected will be qualitative. Therefore, a research paradigm predominantly affiliated with quantitative data for example positivism would be unsuitable. 

Several authors suggest that constructivists believe in an external reality which can be measured. Additionally, constructivists believe that each person’s view of reality is unique (Steffe and Gale, 1995; Ertmer and Newby, 2013; Harlow et al, 2006). The reality in this research is inclusion and the strategies used to promote it. There are some stakeholders concerned with the inclusion of learners with Autism. I am working under the assumption that inclusion may have a different meaning to each of these people. Furthermore, they will have different opinions on the challenges and considerations encountered when approaching the inclusion of learners with Autism. A constructivist approach allows me to gain my interpretation of the views of the school staff, parents and learners. This view is supported by Mcphail (2016) who suggests that in constructivism each person’s opinion is of equal importance.
Furthermore, a constructivist approach will allow me to collect a diverse and sufficient amount of qualitative data to answer my research question. Positivism would only allow for quantitative data collection. Therefore, the data collected would not be of value to the study. Moreover, a research paradigm like positivism would not let me make my interpretation of the data (Cohen et al, 2011). 

Research strategy

As previously discussed, my chosen research paradigm is constructivism. Therefore, my research strategy selected is one which is compatible with constructivism and one that fits qualitative research. For this reason, I have decided to take a mixed methods approach to my research. The study will combine components from a case study and ethnography into a mini-ethnographic case study. Ethnography usually concerns the investigation of a specific cultural group and their shared patterns of behaviour Cresswell, 2007; Holloway et al 2010). Cohen et al (2011) supports this view and highlights other features of ethnographic research, such as the need to understand the behaviour of people in various social contexts (Holloway et al, 2010). There are two types of ethnography, realist and critical (Cresswell, 2007). Realist ethnography is the most traditional of the two and originated first. The primary process associated with an ethnography is observation.
A researcher will usually be a background presence throughout the research and narrate what he/she see’s during observation. Ethnography like most other things has areas where it is useful and regions where it is not. The greatest strength of ethnographical research is that it allows researchers to collect data that other research methods would likely miss or be unable to obtain (Perlmutter, 2015). Furthermore, ethnography offers a unique perspective on a social situation that other research methods cannot replicate. Perlmutter (2015) also suggests that the lack of repeatability that is concerned with ethnography is a strength and not a weakness for the reason that it allows for different conclusions on the same social situation. An ethnography allows for the study of a particular social group, which in this case is the Specialist Teaching Facility (STF) within a Secondary school. An ethnography correlates to the research as it allows me to narrate my observations and interpretations of how this social group works together to promote inclusion. However, observations alone are not sufficient for this study, which is why I have chosen a mixed methods approach. Ethnographies can overlap with other research strategies for example case studies and grounded theory (Punch and Oancea, 2014). 

A case study consists of the investigation of one case or a small number of cases in depth. 
 A mini-ethnographic case study allows me to combine the most effective facets of both an ethnography and case study. Moreover, the combination of both will enable me to mitigate the limitations of each strategy (Fusch et al, 2017). In reflection on my study, a case study ethnography allows me to narrow down the scope of my research. For example, I will treat the (STF) as a case as well as individuals such as teachers/pupils. In doing so, I can narrow down the scope of my observations and interviews to a select few within the Secondary school. The parameters of what is a case in a case study are broad and can include an individual, a small group or an entire community (Punch and Oancea, 2014). Undertaking a mini-ethnographic case study allows me to focus on a smaller group, which in turn will give me the opportunity to record data that has depth. 

Methodological triangulation will be used to improve the validity of this study. By using a combination of research methods, I can compare and analyse the data to determine possible similarities in the data (Golafshani, 2003). 

There are criticisms of both case studies and ethnographies. However, combining the two into a mixed methods approach allows me to limit the weaknesses concerned with both (Fusch et al, 2017). When reflecting on my research, the reality of the social group I am studying is subjective. Therefore, it is likely that a variety of opinions on the topic of inclusion will exist. Conducting a mini-ethnographic case study will allow me to record these opinions as well as make observations and interpretations of my own. 




Research Methods

This is a longitudinal study that will take place over a month. The methods used will be ones compatible with a mini-ethnographic case study. 
My chosen research methods are observations, unstructured interviews, and a reflective journal. The three methods selected are considered suitable when undertaking a mini-ethnographic case study (Fusch et al, 2017). Additionally, these methods are useful when collecting qualitative data, Punch and Oancea (2014) support this view. As previously stated, I will use a methodological triangulation of data using these chosen methods. Doing this will allow a variety of perspectives to be obtained, which will improve the reliability of my data (Golafshani, 2003). 

 I intend to use unstructured interviews as a research method in this study. More specifically I will be carrying out informal ethnographic interviews. Punch and Oancea (2014) suggest that this interviewing allows researchers to gain an in-depth understanding of a person’s behaviour or social situation. Conducting unstructured interviews with my sample group initiates a conversation which in turn allows me as the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of inclusion. Additionally, informal interviews will give me the opportunity to compare the different perspectives on inclusion among teachers, teaching assistants and learners. Unstructured interviews allow me to collect data that isn’t an interpretation of my own. Furthermore, it will allow me to have a conversation with the stakeholders and gain a deeper understanding of their view of inclusion. The relevance of unstructured interviews in this study is related to the depth of data I can collect from one conversation. I will be able to pursue new lines of inquiry that emerge during the interview as I will not have to adhere to any structure (The University of Portsmouth, 2010). Unstructured interviews can also encourage the interviewee to be more open and honest with their answers due to the informality of the conversation (University of Portsmouth, 2010). However, due to the unstructured nature of the interview, the data I gather will be hard to compare as the answers will be unique and will potentially contain more information (University of Portsmouth, 2010). An interview schedule for unstructured interviews is in (Appendix A). 

Observations are used throughout this study, specifically direct observations. Direct observations are an integral part of a mini-ethnographic case study, and they will allow for the collection of a different data set as the interviews. The direct observations will occur primarily in the (STF) and classrooms where learners with Autism are present. Additional settings for observations are possible.  Observations will take place once a week for four weeks. A timetable for them is in (Appendix B). The involvement of the researcher in direct observations can lead to bias affecting the data (Fusch et al, 2017). To avoid researcher bias, I will be open about my preconceived perspectives on inclusion during the study. Furthermore, I will allow the participants of the study to view my interpretation on what I have observed. Allowing the opportunity for feedback enables me to gain their perspective on whether my understanding is valid (Fusch et al, 2017). Allowing the participants to have an opinion on my observations reduces the possibility of my data being affected by my preconceptions on inclusion (Fusch et al, 2017). 

The final research method concerned with this study is a reflective journal. A reflective journal is a log containing the personal thoughts and feelings of the researcher throughout an investigation. Additionally, a reflective journal can aid the researcher with understanding the perspectives and interpretation of the focus of the research (Fusch et al, 2017). Concerning my study, a reflective journal will allow me to annotate my perspective on the various aspects of inclusion. Keeping a reflective journal will enable me to compare my perspective on inclusion with the view of others. The implications of this are that the validity of data is improved. Using a reflective journal as a research method makes me an active part of the research (Fusch et al, 2017). Therefore, I will give myself a sufficient timeframe to complete my reflective journal entries to ensure that the data is reliable and relevant to the research. A timetable for reflection is in (Appendix B)







Sampling

Wilson (2014) and Grand Canyon University (2018) suggests that there are three main qualitative methods for deciding on the sample group for participation in the research. These are purposive sampling, quota sampling, and snowball sampling. The type of sampling I have chosen for this research is purposive. According to Grand Canyon University (2018) purposive sampling is where the researcher selects the sample group based on their area of interest. My sample group cannot be random due to the aims of this research. Therefore, a purposive sample allows me to choose my sample group because of their shared characteristic which is, in this case, the school. 
My sample size will be around four participants. This group will consist of a teacher, pupil, teaching assistant, and parent. 

Data Analysis

The data collected will be qualitative so that methods used for analysing data have to be suitable. There will be three data sets collected throughout this study that will require analysis. These are observations, interviews and a reflective journal. Firstly, I will transcribe all of the data collected. The reason for this is that the data becomes more comfortable to analyse when it is all in the same format, which in this case will be text (Cohen et al, 2011). There is a requirement for the transcription of data to take place. Therefore, sufficient time has been allocated to allow for this to be done correctly. Regarding the transcription’s, annotations will be made to add context, for example when there are long pauses in conversation or tone changes. The decision to do this comes from research by Cohen et al (2011) who suggest that there is a possibility of context being lost when transcribing an interview. 

The data collected from interviews and observations will be analysed using thematic analysis. Mortensen (2018) suggests that thematic analysis allows for the identification of patterns and themes in data. Conducting a thematic analysis of my data will allow me to generate themes. I will perform a thematic analysis by coding my data based on phrases and language used. This study will produce a large amount of qualitative data via observations, interviews and a reflective journal. Conducting a thematic analysis will allow me to sort through the data and discover the information most relevant to my study. 
The beginning of the analysis once transcription and annotation have occurred will be to code the data. Mortensen (2018) suggests that code is a brief description of something that is said or an area of interest within a specific piece of data (The University of Auckland, 2019). Completion of coding will allow me to conduct an analysis of the data and create themes. The University of Auckland (2019) suggest that a theme is typically a combination of a certain amount of codes based on a similarity between them. In the case of this study, the themes are based on the similarity of language used. 
Depending on the amount of data collected in the study, a thematic analysis software may be suitable. Nvivo software offers a range of tools useful for thematic analysis of data. The cost of Nvivo software can be seen in (Appendix C) and are included in the budget for the study. Additionally, the cost of recording equipment for data collection can be seen in (Appendix C). 

Ethical Considerations

This section will detail considerations made for the study to be ethical. The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) research ethics and code of practice guidelines are adhered for this study. As I am working one to one with children, I have obtained a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) certificate which is a requirement of the (UWTSD) guidelines. Additionally, I am aware of the guiding principles of the University which are to do no harm and always to do good. 

As I am researching children with (SEN) I must be ethically aware and follow the (UWTSD) guidelines. Informed consent will be requested via consent forms sent to parents as well as seeking permission from the students themselves. An example of the consent form can is in (Appendix E). Furthermore, the rights of the child will be paramount to the research. Additionally, children will be informed that they can express any feelings they may be having at any time (UWTSD, 2017; BERA, 2011). 
I am aware that research methods such as interviews and observations can cause emotional harm to my sample group. The sample group will be made aware that they can withdraw from the study at any time (UWTSD, 2017; BERA, 2011). 
Data collected in the study will be kept private and anonymous. Additionally, any personal data stored by me will be made accessible to the participant to whom the data concerns (UWTSD, 2017; BERA, 2011). The sample group will be made aware that personal data will be destroyed on completion of the study. Finally, permission from the headteacher of the school will be acquired before any research is carried out. 

Budget 
	Study Requirement
	COST (£)

	Travel expenses 
	60

	Nvivo software 
	70

	Stationary and Resources e.g Paper
	20

	Recording Device 
	21

	
	

	Total Budget Required
	171









Dissemination

The final report will be made widely available including the institution and staff from where the study took place. As of the UWTSD (2017) ethical guidelines, the investigation will be fully transparent, with all findings made available. 

Conclusion

As previously stated, there has not been a large amount of research conducted on the strategies used by Secondary schools to promote the inclusion of learners with Autism (Crosland and Dunlap, 2012). The majority of research is within Primary settings. There are some strategies that Secondary schools can use to promote the inclusion of their learners with Autism. However, most of the literature on inclusion focuses on (SEN) as a whole. There is a gap in research when considering the needs of learners with Autism (Crosland and Dunlap, 2012). This study will build on this knowledge by providing a report on the effectiveness of these strategies specifically on learners with Autism. 

Engaging in this research will result in many positive outcomes. The first being that Secondary schools will have a report on the effectiveness of inclusive strategies from people with direct experience with Inclusion and Autism. The result of this is that other Secondary schools will have good examples of effective ways promote the inclusion of their Autistic Learners. Secondly, this study is in an area of education for which there is a gap in research. The implications of this are that this may lead to an increase in research done in this area. Additionally, the study will promote my professional development. 


























Appendix A

Interview Schedule for Teaching Staff

(Shake Hands with interviewee to establish a relaxed atmosphere)

Opening Statement – Hello my name is Lewis, and I am a student at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, I am conducting research on the strategies used to promote learners with autism in secondary schools. As you have an active role in this area, I thought that interviewing you would allow me to gain a better insight into this area of education. 

Purpose of the interview – I would like to ask you some questions based on inclusion. More specifically, your thoughts and feelings about inclusion. 

Motivation – I hope to use the information gathered in this interview to gain a deeper understanding of the inclusion of learners with autism in Secondary schools. 

Time – This interview should take 10-15 minutes. 

Transition – Let me begin by asking you some questions about your opinion/experience on inclusion. 

Body

A
1.    What is your understanding of the term inclusion concerning learners with autism?
2.    In your opinion how is inclusion viewed by staff and learners in Secondary schools?
3.    What are the perceptions of inclusive practice in Secondary schools?





B

1.    How do Secondary schools promote the inclusion of learners with autism?
2.    What are the challenges and considerations for teachers for inclusive practice?
3.    Do teachers have enough understanding of how to include learners with autism in the classroom?
4.    Are there sufficient resources available to include learners with autism in the school?
5.    In your opinion what are the most valuable resources for Secondary schools to successfully promote inclusion?

Closing - Thank you for taking part in this interview. Is there any other information that you feel would be useful to this study? 

I have all the information I need, thank you again for providing me with details on this area of education. 
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Appendix D
Consent Form Example for Research

Dear Parent,
As part of my Master's degree in Education Studies, I am carrying out a study on the strategies used to promote the inclusion of learners with Autism. I hope that this information will help suggest ways in which schools can support their education.
I am writing to ask you if you would be willing to permit ____ to take part in my research.
This will involve observing your child in lessons as well as an interview. The observations and interview will take place at _________ school during regular school hours. Your child’s participation in this research will be treated confidentially, and all information will be anonymous.
Many thanks in advance for your consideration of this project. Please let me know if you would like any further information. I would appreciate it if you could complete the attached permission slip and return it by post in the enclosed stamp addressed envelope.

Yours sincerely,


Lewis Keen
STF teaching assistant

I understand that my child’s participation in this project will involve:
Taking part in lesson observation
During these observations, audio recordings will be collected for later transcription. The interview will be fully anonymised when it is transcribed. The audio files will also then be destroyed.

I understand that my child’s participation in this study is entirely voluntary and that he can withdraw from this study at any time without giving a reason.

I understand that his/her participation will be treated confidentially, and all information will be stored anonymously and securely. All information appearing in the final report will be anonymous. My child will have the option of withdrawing his data from the study, up until his transcript has been anonymised.

I understand that I am free to ask any questions at any time.

I, ______________ (name) consent to Lewis Keen proceeding with thus study.

Signature of parent or guardian:

Date:

Name of child:

Lewis Keen
STF Teaching Assistant
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Milestone 3 19/02/2019 22/02/2019 Third Observation, Interview and Reflective Jounral Schedule

Milestone d 26/02/2019 o1/03/2019 Fourth Observation Interview and Reflective Journa Schedule

o P— p— Dataanalyssfor first Observation, Interview and Reflective
stone Journal

o P ©sroaaons ‘Data analyss for Second Observation,Interview and Reflective
stone Journal

lesone? p— p— ‘Dataanalyss forThird Observation,Interview and Reflective
stone Journal

Mlestones - awsovaons Data analyss fo Fourth Observation,Iterview and Reflective

Journal
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PRODUCT DESCRIPTION

UNIT PRICE QuanTiTy SUBTOTAL

NVivo 12 Plus - Student License -

GBP
24 months GBPE70.00  x

£70.00

1




