


Consider and critically evaluate a research paradigm and methodology suitable for how technology can help develope the language and communication skills of children with autism.
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Introduction 

This essay will discuss my research proposal of how technology can be used to develop the way children with autism communicate and develop they’re language skills. There’s a stigma about technology in education, some say it’s a positive and vital part of education, and others see technology as a hindrance when children aren’t able to read or write but are able to use all kinds of technology in their everyday life. Collins, A and Halverson, R (2018) explains that technology enthusiasts want schools to embrace the possibilities of new technologies in the many ways that are occurring outside of school. However, technology can easily be overused within the classroom, and this can cause negative effects on the entire learning experience. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The aim of this assignment is to see how my research proposal, specifically looking at how technology can be used to develop the way children with autism can use different forms of technology as a positive and to an advantage in their everyday life. 
It has been said that children with autism can use technology to see visual timetables, and apps are available to calm anxiety. But what would be interesting is to see how technology can be used as more of an advantage for them. Many children with autism have trouble understanding the perspective of another person. What another person thinks or feels confuses them and often, they need concrete information to understand what others experience, think and feel. (Cole, D.L 2015) In addition, could technology be a way of helping them see the different kind of emotions and then will they be able to relate to these key facial expressions in real life, and have the ability to apply them to themselves. (see appendix 1)

Most individuals with ASD have difficulty communicating their wants and needs effectively, they have a varying degree of language impairment. Without good communication skills, complete participation in social activities is impossible, and It becomes difficult to interpret invitations, for them to be able to respond appropriately, and having the ability to positively engage with others. This all leads to awkward interactions and leads to isolation. Could there be a way that technology can be a positive barrier for these children, and that they’d be able to use as a tool in everyday life. 
There seems to be a particular benefit to video modelling, particularly in teaching a variety of skills to individuals with autism, including communication and vocalization (Charlop and Walsh 1986). Moreover, video modelling has been well developed to facilitate observational learning and is a well validated behavioural intervention and is documented in the behavioural sciences (Dorwich and Jesdale 1991). However, the design of the videos must be considered and also the type of models to be used. Adults have been used in previous studies (Le Blank et al 2003; Kinney et al 2003) but the main target of the study involves interactions with other children in social and play settings. Another technique is self- modelling where the child is initially prompted on video to demonstrate the behaviour targets with prompts and instructions. The techniques of video modelling are generally active processes that allow the observed behaviour through practice (Taylor, B.A et al 1999; Nikopoulos, C.K and Kennan, M 2003). 





















Methodology

Over recent decades there has been a significant change in the roles that children and young people play in research. Increasingly, the recognition to children’s rights are growing, hence the need to ensure that adults use the child’s voice and needs correctly. And that children’s perspectives are relevant and respected (Clark, A et al 2014).

A research paradigm can come from three philosophical positions, objectivism is the philosophical position which holds that social entities exist in reality external to social factors. The subjectivist view is that social phenomena are created from the perception and consequent actions of social actors. The third is a useful position when discussing a research design for a work-based learning, pragmatism holds that the most important determinant of the research philosophy adopted is the research question. 

There will be a mixed methodology approach to my research by merging quantitative and qualitative data, where it involves utilising a theoretical perspective, both types of data that is collected will be used to build on each other. The importance of using triangulation is clear, which is observation, interviews and using documentation to analyse what you find. By using multiple tools for data collection there will be a multi -purpose perspective on the research itself.

Qualitative research gathers a large amount of research quickly, and by analysing the information early on, there will be less of a data overload by the selection of the main focus points. Miles and Huberman (1984) suggests, that by carefully selecting the data, it significantly reduces the amount of data you collect. Parlett and Hamilton (1976) say ‘Progressive Focusing’ starts by having the researcher take a step back and have a wider lens on the information that’s at hand, to analyse the data in a more in-depth way. Often, analysis begins early on in the data collection process, by sorting, reviewing and reflecting on them, as the situation emerges (Cohen, L and Marion, L 2011). Showing that it’s such a vital role for the research. 

Flick, U (2007) states that the discussion about qualitative research and even more about ‘good’ qualitative research slowly start to develop separately. He mentions the shortcomings of qualitative research such as the time limits in research, that can be seen as a negative, because the research might seem less reliable if they haven’t given the researcher enough time to carry out all aspects of enquiry. 

Gibbs, G (2007) explains the importance of keeping a data of the information gathered. Whether its collecting field notes, jotting down ideas or creating a report of your own. By writing down your ideas and being able to analyse the data that’s been gathered, it gives you a better understanding of the information that’s collected. He has stated this, because writing up the notes and writing the final account of the work, especially in qualitative research is a central part of analysis itself. A lot of qualitative analysis involves interpretation. 

Robson, C (2011) explains how qualitative research has its difficulties, by conducting real-world research requires recognition that the work must be done in ‘complex, messy, poorly controlled ‘field’ settings’ and that this should be acknowledged because conducting research in a school is difficult, especially when the plans in a school timetable and schedules change daily. Therefore, what you might go in wanting to see, actually won’t happen that day. But the realisation is, that research in a school environment won’t be perfect, and the researcher may need to spend a lot of time in the environment to get a good understanding of the children that will take part in the study. These flaws shouldn’t be seen as discouragement but unavoidable challenges in this kind of research (Grieg, A et al 2011). 

Throughout the research observations, questionnaires and interviews will be used as the main form of gathering data. However, further reading and documentation that already exists will also be used to help with the data collection and gathering of the information. 

Observations

Patton, M (2015) states the major purpose of observation is to see first-hand what is going on rather than simply assume what we know. Also, by going into the setting, observing and describing what we observe, gives the researcher the opportunity to remember the events later on, meaning that it’s not just what is seen at the time is what’s important when we’re in the observing environment, a positive is that the researcher will have the opportunity to reflect on what is seen later. A value of observation is the chance to learn things, that people would be unwilling to talk about in an interview, because of the possibility of maybe feeling judged or not wanting to give the information first- hand. Greig, A et al (2007) agrees that observing a child in the natural environment will give research a ‘real-world’ edge to it, by going into the schools and the classroom environment, the children will feel more comfortable and at ease with having another adult in the classroom. An advantage would be if the children were used to having additional adults in the classroom fairly often, they then might not see the researcher as such a hindrance. 

On the other hand, the main issue that may occur with having a different adult in the classroom environment, is that the child may alter their behaviour, because of the fact that someone else is watching and observing them. However, if this is the case, it will be necessary to be in the classroom environment for a few days to get to know the children. Then, the researcher may begin with their research, with the ability to have more authentic results.  Here, there is an emphasis on the importance of not rushing the research process. It may take time, but then the results would be more transparent.

In addition, observers will also have selective perceptions on what they see in the classroom and within the school environment. By reflecting on the basis for their perceptions and making their own perceptions part of the data that is collected. Meaning, not to just see what the researcher wants to see, or what you wish to find to be true to support the argument, may not be true at all, and it’s important to realise this fact. 

Getting close to people in a setting through first hand experiences permits the inquirer to draw on personal knowledge during the interpretation stage of analysis. Greig, A et al (2007) discuss event sampling, which is when you record specific events as they occur. When you enter the environment there will be specific behaviours and events you will be wanting to see and record those events as they happen. The things that the researcher wishes to see may be pre- written and planned before the observation period begins. The researcher, in this case, may want to see how many times the child can hold eye -contact in a certain period of time, if the child can touch another child or adult, see if the child can greet another child or adult, and also if the child can ask for something from another child or adult and also if the child can ask for something politely and properly from another person. 

Greig (2007) explains that a basic event sampling schedule will record the number of times the event happens, when it happens and how long it lasts. This method is suited to the research that will be carried out, where, if the researcher is looking specifically for different types of communication or language used. The type of communication that is used will need to be recorded, looking specifically at how often it happens, why and when it happens. This would be interesting to note in the research, due to the factors that could influence the need for an autistic child to communicate with an adult, parent, or classmates. 

The researcher develops an empathetic understanding, by coming to understand a setting and the people, not just intellectually but emotionally. Participant observation is a holistic encounter meaning all senses come into play, which is a great strength of being present in the field. This will be very clear in the research that will be carried out, because young vulnerable children will be involved in the research, and it will be natural for emotions and that all senses come into play when you spend a lot of time with the participants. It’s important to realise though, that the emotions we feel when dealing with the children is not influencing the research and what we find after spending time researching and observing the children after a period of time. 

In the research that will be carried out, I will be taking a role of a volunteer in the schools, in such a way as to develop the perspective of an insider in an adult role. It may take a few days to become integrated into the setting under study, to have more options for fuller participant observation. Therefore, its vital to be flexible, sensitive to the situation and adaptive in negotiating the precise degree of participation deemed appropriate in any particular observational study. 


Questionnaires

Walonick, D (1993) explains that questionnaires are one of the most popular methods of conducting scholarly research. He says they provide a convenient way of gathering information from a targeted population. He also says how questionnaires are easy to analyse, and most statistical analysis software can easily process them. Questionnaires are accepted as having certain advantages over other data-collection methods such as interviews (Bowling, A 2002. Denscombe, M 2003). These include, the mainly low cost of data collection and the minimal training required by the person administering them. In addition, they can reach a much larger number of a targeted population than would be possible by using interviews and can be delivered in a variety of ways, such as verbally, by phone, electronically as email attachments or weblinks.  

There are also significant disadvantages, such as low response rates and an associated bias, because those who do respond may not be typical of the subject group. In addition, there may be no contact between researcher and the participant, which may adversely affect response rates (Murphy-Black, T 2000). And losing the personal touch of a face to face conversation and having the ability to expand on what is said and being able to see the emotions.

During the research there will be questionnaires for teachers and parents, to see what they think of technology and also if they use any specific strategies that allow children with autism to develop, they’re language and communication skills. There will be an aim to reach a large number of participants, but there is understanding that teachers and parents are very busy, and they might not have the time to take part in the questionnaires. However, those who do decide to take part, I will aim to ask parents of non-verbal autistic children and also parents with children who are autistic but are able to talk, to see what their different opinions might be on a subject. And if any of them use strategies that work with their child that might not have been considered to be important. But is vital in developing language and communication skills. There will also be questionnaires that will be given to teachers, there will be an aim to ask teachers who specialise in the autistic spectrum, but also teachers who may not know much about autism but have a general understanding and are able to give opinions on the subject. 

There is an example of a questionnaire for parents (see appendix 2) and also an example of a questionnaire for teachers (see appendix 3). These are examples of the questionnaires that may be presented to the participant of the research.  

Interviews

Patton, M (2015) says that interviewees may be unwilling to provide information on sensitive topics, especially to strangers. This is why it may be essential to give questions ahead of the interview, so that the participants can prepare themselves if the topic is of a sensitive nature. And in this case, because we are talking about children with autism, some parents may feel that they aren’t comfortable in sharing some of their experiences, in fear of being judged. Its also essential that the interviewees are aware that they are able to withdraw at any point in the research process, if they no longer wish to continue with the study. 

Skilled interviewing is about asking questions well, so that interviewees want to share their stories. Grieg, A et al (2007) explains the relatively free-flow interactions enables the researcher to pick up on important and emotive issues by gentle probing and to discover what matters most to the participant from the topics they raise themselves. An interview is an interaction but also an observation. The interviewer is being watched and assessed, even as the interviewer is observing the interviewee and assessing the response they’re hearing. Being non-judgemental matters in this case and being authentic and trustworthy is very important. Interview skills include asking genuinely open-ended questions to get a genuine open response. Being clear, so that the person being interviewed understands what is being asked and that they are able to answer properly. Also, being able to ask follow up questions, for greater depth and detail is important to get that extra insight into the information that is needed. 

Skilled interviewing requires different kinds of questioning, descriptive questions versus questions that ask for interpretations or judgments. It means distinguishing both questions and answers that are behavioural, attitudinal or knowledge focused. There’s a difference in an interviewer who’s able to hear what is said and not just listen to what is being said, which is crucial, because the interviewee wants to feel like what they’re saying is meaningful and purposeful (Patton, M 2015). And what they say is useful for the purpose of the research.

The format of the interviews will be semi-structured, which has questions prepared but also if something is said, the interviewer can expand and get further information on the topic. Grieg, A et al (2007) explains how topics that are meaningful and important tend to have less structure. Also, unstructured interviewing can be used to generate more background information, on the topic. 

There is an example of interview questions for parents (see appendix 4) and also an example of an interview questions for teachers (see appendix 5). These are an example of the questions that may be presented to the participants of the research in the interviews, if the opportunity present itself, there will be further questioning within the interview, if it’s important and relevant to the research.  


















Data Analysis

The initial stage of analysis is usually a complete read through of all the data that has been collected. This may stimulate theoretical thinking and analytical strategies that you may take notes on, in order to better understand the data. Since it is difficult to analyse all the data there is a process of selection and elimination. There are enhancing claims for validity with the developments in qualitative methods, these include the failure to provide detailed descriptions of the research process and the inaccessibility of notes taken from a school and/or interview notes or recordings when these are not saved.  

Jhangiani, R.S (2013) explains how validity is a judgment based on various types of evidence. The relevant evidence includes the measure’s reliability, whether it covers the construct of interest, and whether the scores it produces are correlated with other variables, that they are expected to be correlated with, and not correlated with variables that are conceptually distinct.

Miles, M (1994) explains the importance in qualitative data analysis are the commitments designed to enhance the quality and validity of the analytical processes. Two trends are particularly important, the first is the emphasis on transparency and the second is the emphasis on the validity of the criteria. Transparency shows a commitment of being as open as possible about the process of data collection and analysis (Ceccaroni, L and Piera, J 2016).

In this research, it will give the reader the ability to scrutinise the decisions made by the researcher during the research process. Such transparency is reflected in the researcher to allow their data to be stored safely. Transparency is a basic requirement since it allows the reader the opportunity to peer into, the processes that are involved in the data collection and analysis process. It allows the reader to judge and assess the degree of confidence in the findings and facilitates an attempt to replicate data collection and analysis in another context. This allows for the replication of analysis and ‘validation’. In developing a criteria for validity for qualitative social research, there has been an emphasis on the need for transparency. 

Moreover, McCallum, Q (2012) explains that it is the researcher’s responsibility to question the validity of one’s own work. And doing so includes evaluating the validity and suitability of the dataset itself, where it came from and how it was gathered. 




























Ethical consideration

Durham university (2012) defies ethics as a topic that covers questions relating to what kind of lives we should lead, and what counts as a good society, what actions are right and wrong, what qualities of character we should develop and what responsibilities humans have for each other and the ecosystem. In the context of research, ethics traditionally covers topics such as the harms and benefits of research, the rights of participants to information, privacy, anonymity, and the responsibility to act with integrity. BERA (2018) also defies ethics as:


‘The British Educational Research Association (BERA) believes that educational researchers should operate within an ethic of respect for any persons – including themselves – involved in or touched by the research they are undertaking. Individuals should be treated fairly, sensitively, and with dignity and freedom from prejudice, in recognition of both their rights and of differences arising from age, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, class, nationality, cultural identity, partnership status, faith, disability, political belief or any other significant characteristic.’ 


Dr Nilesh B. Gajjar (2013) present clear categories for ethics that will need to be considered when writing and preparing for the research that will be carried out.
Honesty, is a vital part of being ethical, the need to honestly report the data, the results, also the methods that are used and the procedures. Do not fabricate, falsify or misrepresent the data that’s collected. It’s important to avoid bias in experimental design, data analysis, data interpretation, peer review, personnel decisions, and other aspects of research where objectivity is expected or required. Avoid or minimize bias or self-deception. Disclose any personal or financial interests that may cause affect to the research. 

Integrity is important in research, keep your promises and agreements; act with sincerity; strive for consistency of thought and action. Being able to avoid careless errors and negligence and carefully and critically examine your own work. Make sure that good records of research activities are kept, such as data collection, the research design, and the correspondence with schools or parents. Participation protection by keeping the confidential communications, such as papers submitted, completely confidential. And aim to promote social good and prevent or initiate social harms through research, public education, and advocacy. (University of Wales Trinity Saint David 2017- 2020)

In addition, another ethical concern to consider is how far participation in any participatory sense is actually okay with those we research and if we may be imposing a relationship on those, we seek to get the data from. The participants may not wish to be responsible for the research or want to share or embrace the research itself. (Miller, T et al 2012)

For the research there will be some ethical considerations, because there will be young and vulnerable children involved in the research. Also, there will be the wellbeing of parents and the school’s well-being to consider when working with them, it’s very important to realise what words you use with the participants. There might be no harm meant in the wording of the questions, that may be used in interviews or questionnaires, however some issues may cause undue harm. This must be considered when planning for the research, because the participants have the right to withdraw from the research at any time, therefore careful decision on wording is important.  It’s also necessary to ask and receive permission from the schools, parents and then also the child if they wish to take part in the research. 

All participants will receive a letter of information about the research (see appendix 6) along with a consent form (see appendix 7). However, emphasis will be put on the fact that all participants may leave the research at any time. Also, how the participants will be given information at the end of all findings and the conclusion drawn. 







Other items of relevance – timeline, budget, dissemination

Throughout the process the timeline of the background research will be around four months, to ensure that the data that is understood and that the researcher clearly understands what research is available already. In addition, the timeline for the questionnaires and the interviews schedule will be take several months, where the researcher will spend the time sending out questionnaires and conducting interviews, to collect the data that will be needed (see appendix 8). This amount of time is giving the researcher and the participant the time to meet in such busy lives and schedules, it gives a greater opportunity of meeting if the participant are given enough option on when to meet. Flexibility is paramount. 

The timeline of the data collection itself, therefore will be four months, in the hopes of being in the schools 1-2 times a week, to be able to build a relationship with the teachers and for the children to become comfortable with the researcher in the classroom. The researcher would aim to spend the full days in the schools and throughout the day spend time with the children using technology such as computers and ipads, to see if the children will copy and imitate the behaviours. 

The researcher will be working as a volunteer in the schools, in hope that the schools are willing for the researcher to spend time in the classrooms with the children. There will be no money spent on the research, I will be volunteering my time within the schools. I estimate a timescale of 4 and a half months to write the dissertation, in order to spend the right amount of time writing and editing the assignment, in order to get the best result for my dissertation. Once the final report has been finalised, the university of wales trinity saint David lectures will have access to my full report. 







Conclusion

The research that will be carried out will be expanding on the previous knowledge that is already available, that children with autism copy and imitate other’s behaviours. So, by using technology to watch tv and play educational games, the hope is that the children will be able to copy and imitate what they see and develop their language and communication skills while doing it. This research will be very useful in the autism field of study, due to it being a very modern way of looking at technology in a new positive way. 

The first step is for the researcher to identify the behaviour they which the learner to acquire, then the researcher can monitor the process and effectiveness. It’s essential that the researcher can identify the behaviour that’s most important for the learner to be taught. In this case the target behaviour would be communication skills, then the researcher can describe and define the behavioural targets so that’s is observable and measurable (Corbett, B and Abdullah, M 2005).

There’s hope that there will be many positive outcomes of engaging in this research, by giving children with autism confidence in themselves, which is the best gift a child can own, is confidence in themselves and their own abilities. By imitating the things that they see on television, like talk show hosts presenting the show, the children can copy these behaviours, and then be able to imitate and copy what they see, and in time I believe that some children will be able to speak to others confidently and be able to hold eye contact with others. 
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Appendices 1 – This Morning Youtube video [06/12/18]
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q2iQiK45Gpo[image: ]




















Appendix 2 – An example of a questionnaires for parents


1. I give consent for my answers to be used in the research
Yes
No 


2. What is the gender of your child?
Male 
Female 
Prefer not to say 

3. Has your child had a full autistic diagnosis?
Yes
No 

4. How long did the process of diagnosis take?
Less than a year 
One to two years 
Over 3 years 

5. Have you been given any support from the schools or council?

6. Do you use or know of any strategies that can help your child specifically?


7. Have you used any types of technology to help your child within the classroom?

8. Do you believe that imitation helps children to develop their language and communication skills?

Yes
No

9. Why? Please give details 













Appendix 3 – an example of a questionnaire for teachers



1. I give consent for my answers to be used in the research
Yes 
No

2. Have you had experience teaching children who are autistic?
Yes
No

3. How many children have you taught?
0-8
8-16
16-24
24+

4. Have you had any specific training or support on autism? Please give details and expand. 


5. Have you used/ or know of any strategies that can help a child with autism within a classroom?

6. Have you used any type of technology to help the child within the classroom?


7. Do you believe that imitation helps a child to develop their language and communication skills?
Yes
No

8. Why? Please give details


















Appendix 4 – an example of interview questions for parents 



1. How much technology would be found in your home?

2. What is your personal opinion on technology?


3. Do you think technology has a negative effect on a child’s development?
Why?

4. Do you think technology can help a child with autism?

5. If so, how?

6. Does imitation help your child?































Appendix 5 – an example of interview questions for teachers


1. How much technology would someone find in your classroom? 

2. What’s your opinion on technology generally?

3. Do you think technology has a negative effect on children’s development? Why?

4. Do you think technology can help someone with autism?

5. If so, how?

6. What is your opinion on imitation to help a child with autism?



































Appendix 6 - information form


Dear Participant: 

My name is Gwenllian Harries and I am studying Masters of Education at University of Wales Trinity Saint David.

I would like to invite you to participate in my research project. This project will look at how technology can help improve the communication and language development of children with autism and aims to increase the language and communications skills.

Through your participation in the questionnaire and/or interviews, I hope to ascertain your experiences of autism and how you use technology with children with autism. 

All questionnaires will be kept strictly confidential to the researchers involved and at NO time will individual questionnaires be released to the general public. This gives you a chance to express your views on your programme a confidential and anonymous forum and still be able to make a difference. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary so you can withdraw from the questionnaire at any stage. 

Our questionnaire should take about 10 minutes to complete, but there is no time constraint. There are also no right or wrong answers. Attached to this letter along with the questionnaire is a consent form. As this is a new project, your feedback is also important to us and we would be much obliged if you could also complete the feedback sheet along with the questionnaire. We understand that your time is at a premium but your opinions are very valuable to me. 

After careful and precise analysis of the data obtained from this questionnaire, I will be happy to provide you with a copy of the findings at your request. The results of this questionnaire will hopefully enhance my understanding of autism and the uses of technology and will be stored completely confidential. The results of the research will be fed back to you once the full research has been carried out.

We thank you in advance for your time and participation. If any questions do arise, feel free to contact me at your convenience. 

Email- harriesgwenllian22@gmail.com












Appendix 7 – consent form

Project title – How technology can help improve the communication and language skills of children with autism.
Name of researcher – Gwenllian Harries


1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet dated XXXX for the above study. I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily.
2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time, without giving any reason.
3. I understand that any information given by me may be used in future reports, articles or presentations by the research team.
4. I understand that my name will not appear in any reports, articles or presentations.
5. I agree to take part in the above study.


I agree to all of the above: - 


Name of Participant – 

Signature –

Date -


Researcher – 

Signature –

Date –

You may decline to participate in this study. You may end your participation in this study at any time. If you decide to remain anonymous, maintaining your anonymity will be a priority and every practical precaution will be taken to disguise your identity. If you prefer anonymity, there will not be any identifying information on audiotapes or transcripts of this or any interview. No-one will hear any audiotapes or see any transcripts without your prior consent. All materials generated from this or any interview will remain confidential.







Appendix 8 – interview/ questionnaire schedule

April – interview 10 teachers throughout the month of April
May – have 10 parents take part in the questionnaire
June – have 20 teachers complete the questionnaires 
July – have 30 parents take part of an interview
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