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Abstract 

 

Aims: This research aims to further our understanding of the impacts of educating secondary 

school students about autism. Of note, AsIAm’s Autism Awareness Workshop is not evidence-

based. This study is not evaluating or recommending the programme, only exploring student’s 

experiences of the programme in one school. The key research questions are outlined below. 

1. What is the impact of AsIAm’s autism awareness workshop on student’s 

knowledge, attitudes and behavioural intentions towards autistic students? 

2. What are students’ perspectives on taking part in the autism awareness workshop? 

3. What are students’ perceptions of inclusion in school? 

Methodology: A pre-post, within-between groups mixed methods design was employed to 

explore the impacts of the autism awareness workshop as an intervention strategy within one 

mainstream secondary  school. A total of 57 students in 1st and 2nd year were assigned to control 

and experimental groups. The experimental group attended AsIAm’s autism awareness 

workshop in their school. The control group received a waitlist intervention. The perceptions 

of students were accessed via pre- and post- intervention questionnaires. These results were 

analysed using two-way mixed ANOVAs. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

four autistic students and four non-autistic peers to gain a deeper insight into students’ 

perspectives and experiences. Thematic analysis was utilised to analyse the qualitative data.  

Results: The themes included, peer dynamics, impacts of the autism awareness workshop, 

feedback on the workshop and student’s perceptions of inclusion. Findings indicated the 

workshop had a positive influence on student’s knowledge, attitudes and behavioural intentions 

towards autistic individuals and increased students’ sense of inclusion in school. 

Conclusion: This thesis addresses a gap in the research by adopting a mixed-methods design 

in exploring the impacts of educating students about autism. The voices of autistic students and 

their peers are listened to so their valuable experiences can be understood.  
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A Note on the Language Used in this Paper:  

Debate exists around the language used when referring to autism. When beginning this 

doctoral journey three years ago, I originally used person-first language, such as “people with 

autism”. However, the more I learned about the neurodiversity, my choice of language changed 

when referring to autism. The language used in the current paper uses identity-first language, 

such as “autistic people”, as this aligns with the strengths-based approach of neurodiversity 

and respects the majority of autistic individual’s preferences (Kenny et al., 2016). For reader 

clarity, identity-first language is used throughout this paper, although, I learned from the 

autistic participants in this study that each of them used different terminology in how they 

referred to autism. Thus, in my future practice as an educational psychologist, out of respect to 

the young people I will be working with, I will ask them if they have a preferred term that they 

would like me to use when talking about autism. 

When referring to the participants who attended this mainstream secondary school and 

did not have autism diagnoses, it was challenging to find a term to represent these students 

appropriately. Many studies refer to this cohort of students as ‘neuro-typical’, however, this 

term was not representative of this cohort of participants, because although they did not have 

diagnoses of autism, some of these students were neurodiverse , such as those with diagnoses 

of dyslexia and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). For this reason, to describe 

the participants who attended this secondary school who were not autistic, the umbrella term 

‘peers of autistic students’ or is used throughout this paper. Further distinction was needed in 

this paper when discussing the relationships between two autistic students and the relationships 

between an autistic student and their peers who are not autistic, thus,  the terms ‘autistic peers’ 

and ‘non-autistic peers’ are used as it was necessary to give the reader further clarity. 

The term ‘secondary school’ refers to the school setting in this study. In the Irish context, 

secondary school is generally attended between the ages of twelve and eighteen. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1. Overview of the Current Study 

This research sought to explore the impacts of educating secondary school students 

about autism. The current research took place in an Irish mainstream secondary school with 

two autism classes and involved 1st and 2nd year students. Through the implementation of a 

mixed-methods approach, the research explored the impacts of an autism awareness 

workshop which involved 57 secondary school students. The voices of 4 autistic students and 

4 of their peers emerged through the semi-structured interviews in this study, as they shared 

their perspectives on the impacts of the workshop in relation to their understanding of autism, 

peers’ attitudes and behavioural intentions towards autistic students, as well as the students’ 

perspectives of inclusion in school. As the study sought to analyse the impact of the autism 

awareness workshop and explore student’s insights, this research adopted a mixed methods 

approach. A mixed methods approach is used to integrate elements of both qualitative and 

quantitative research (Almalki, 2016), that enables a greater depth of understanding to be 

formulated than if just one approach was selected (Creswell & Clark, 2011). Quantitative 

findings indicated that the autism awareness workshop had a positive influence on the 

knowledge, attitudes and behavioural intentions of secondary school students, towards 

autistic individuals, as well as increasing students’ sense of inclusion in school. Semi-

structured interviews enabled the research to capture the students’ perspectives and 

experiences following the autism awareness workshop in their school. Using thematic 

analysis, central themes and subthemes were identified. The central themes related to the 

impacts of the autism awareness workshop on students’ knowledge of autism, their attitudes 

and behavioural intentions towards autistic students, their perceptions of inclusion in school 

and peer dynamics. The thesis concludes with an extensive reflection on the implications of 

the findings on future research and practice in educational psychology. 
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1.2. Reflexivity Statement 

With numerous years’ experience working as a teacher in the Irish education system, I 

have been fortunate to work with many autistic children and young people on their educational 

journeys. I am currently undertaking a Professional Doctorate in Educational and Child 

Psychology in Mary Immaculate College. This course has given me the opportunity to engage 

in professional placements where I gained in-depth experience working with autistic young 

people, their teachers and families, and also working at a systems level in schools. I became 

interested in understanding the experiences and perspectives of autistic young people in school, 

and how valuable their insights can be when implementing supports and interventions within 

a school system.  Recognising the valuable role peers play in creating an inclusive school 

environment for autistic young people, I became interested in promoting acceptance of autistic 

young people amongst students. Thus, my area of interest for the doctoral thesis was sparked.   
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Chapter 2: Review Paper 

2.1  Introduction 

Autism is a complex condition that a person is born with, though there are no bio 

markers for autism. Autism is a neurodevelopmental condition, meaning it impacts the way a 

person communicates, interacts with and understands other people and the world (AsIAm, 

2022). It is also characterised by repetitive interests, behaviours and activities (Diagnostic and 

Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders Fifth Edition [DSM-5], American Psychiatric 

Association [APA], 2013). Autism can be described as a “spectrum”, meaning it can impact 

different people, to differing degrees, in different ways and at different times and situations 

(AsIAm, 2022). The prevalence rate of autism diagnoses amongst school age individuals in 

Ireland is estimated to be 1.5 % (National Council for Special Education [NCSE], 2016). With 

the introduction of national and international publications such as the Salamanca Statement 

(The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 1994), the 

Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs Act [EPSEN Act] (2004) and the 

International Policy Guidelines on Inclusive Education (UNESCO, 2009), the last three 

decades have seen a significant shift towards inclusive education for all learners with Special 

Educational Needs (SEN), including autistic students.  

In parallel, there has been profound transformation in Ireland’s education system, with 

the Education for Persons with Special Needs Act providing students with SEN with a 

legislative right to receive an inclusive education (Government of Ireland [GOI], 2004). Of 

note, current tensions exist regarding the EPSEN Act as it was never fully enacted as a 

legislative right due to fiscal constraints and it is currently undergoing significant review 

(Shelvin & Banks, 2021). There have also been great efforts made to support the needs of 

autistic students in Ireland (NCSE, 2019). National reports, policies and evaluations have 

outlined guidelines regarding educational practice to meet the needs of autistic students. For 
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example, The Report of the Task Force on Autism recommended greater access to professional 

development for all staff involved in educating autistic students and for schools to develop a 

whole-school ethos to supporting autistic learners (Department of Education [DoE], 2001). The 

Evaluation of Autism Spectrum Disorder Provision highlighted the need for functional 

inclusion to be improved and for teachers to access autism-specific training and build their 

skills and understanding of how to appropriately support autistic students (DoE Inspectorate, 

2006). The Evaluation of Autism Provision in Ireland recognised the valuable role school 

leadership play in facilitating effective provisions for autistic students and recommended the 

development of professional learning to support leadership (Daly et al., 2016). The NCSE 

Evaluation of Special Classes in Irish Schools recognised the need for enhanced professional 

learning and collaboration between teachers in supporting the needs of autistic students (Banks 

et al., 2016). The Evaluation of Educational Provision for Learners with ASD in Special 

Classes Attached to Mainstream Schools, highlighted the importance of consistently delivering 

effective teaching to support the needs autistic students and developing an inclusive school 

culture (DoE, 2020). The combination of both international and national policies and guidelines 

have led to an increased number of autistic students being educated alongside their peers in 

mainstream schools. The NCSE reported that in 2013, 99% of students with SEN are receiving 

their education in mainstream Irish schools, some of which have specialised classes attached 

to the school. Roberts and Webster (2022) reflect that it is now likely for there to be at least 

one autistic young person in every mainstream class. 

2. 2 Context 

2.2.1 An Inclusive School Environment 

Throughout international educational policy there has been a great focus on a needs-

based approach and a right to inclusion (Lindsay, 2006). It is widely accepted that simply 

placing a young person with SEN in a mainstream classroom is not inclusion, it is integration 
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(Thomas, 2013). To be fully included in a school, the EPSEN Act states that appropriate 

supports must be put in place and the learner’s needs must be catered for effectively in an 

inclusive mainstream setting (GOI, 2004). The DoE circular 0013/2017 provides a new 

allocation model, giving schools autonomy and flexibility in supporting the inclusion of all 

student’s needs (DoE, 2017). The Inclusive Education Framework describes an inclusive 

school environment as a place that is supported through whole school understanding and 

appreciation of differences (NCSE, 2011). Similarly, Villa (2005) perceives that an inclusive 

school environment is about embracing all learners, providing each child with a sense of 

belonging and appreciating that diversity and learning together enriches everyone. Indeed, the 

desire to belong is a fundamental need of all human beings and is a critical aspect of one’s 

emotional wellbeing (Hagerty et al., 1996; Baumeister & Leary, 1995). The school 

environment is truly inclusive when schools make a conscious effort to educate teachers and 

students about individual differences and celebrates the diversity in the school community 

(Villa, 2005). Under circular 0013/2017, schools have the autonomy to create an inclusive 

school community for all students (DoE, 2017). Ainscow and Booth (1998) have argued that 

full inclusion should encompass social, emotional and academic inclusion, as well as 

acceptance from both teachers and peers. For the purpose of this specific research project, 

inclusion of autistic students is defined as the accommodation of an individual’s needs by 

school staff, promotion of acceptance and understanding of autism within the entire school 

community and fostering the individual’s sense of belonging in school and connection with 

others. This aligns with the Saturation Model of inclusive education, in which autistic students 

can receive education alongside neurotypical peers, while also allowing for individual supports 

and flexible provisions that may include benefits from withdrawal work or dual placement in 

a specialist setting (Morewood et al., 2011). Other models of inclusion were disregarded, such 

as that described in the EPSEN Act, as they only focus on the location in which an autistic 
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students receive inclusive education and overlook the very important area of student wellbeing, 

school culture and the school community (GOI, 2004). 

Academic inclusion, emotional inclusion and social inclusion are important factors in 

a learner’s experience in school (Gibb et al., 2007). Academic inclusion refers to a learner’s 

ability to access the curriculum and includes their own perception of their learning ability 

(Prince & Hadwin, 2013; Elbaum & Vaughn, 2003). Emotional inclusion and social inclusion 

are closely related constructs (Szumski & Karwowski, 2017). Emotional inclusion represents 

the young person’s sense of well-being in the school environment and social inclusion refers 

to their sense of connectedness with others in school (Stiefel et al., 2017; Scwab et al., 2013; 

Elbuam & Vaughn, 2003). 

National reports have placed great emphasis on improving the physical integration and 

academic inclusion of autistic students, through professional learning for teachers (DoE, 2001; 

DoE Inspectorate, 2006; Daly et al., 2016; Banks et al., 2016; DoE Inspectorate, 2020). 

However, parents report that one of their main motives for their children with SEN to be 

educated in a mainstream school is to foster participation, belonging and social learning with 

peers (Wong et al., 2015; O’Connor, 2007; Elkins et al., 2003; Scheepstra et al., 1999). Indeed, 

academic achievement and social inclusion are not exclusive factors. A large body of research 

has found that feeling a sense of social connectedness and belonging in school, is positively 

correlated with a student’s academic engagement and attainment (Korpershoek et al., 2020; 

Reynolds et al., 2017; Pittman et al., 2007). Hence, supporting a student’s social inclusion and 

sense of belonging supports their learning and academic inclusion. 

As educational research and policies recommend more inclusive practices in schools, 

such as improving autism-specific training for teachers and creating a whole school inclusive 

culture (DoE, 2020), it is essential that the perspectives of autistic young people and their 

families are listened to (Hebron & Humphrey, 2014). It has been highlighted that the voices of 
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young people with autism can become invisible, as research tends to be conducted on them 

rather than alongside them (Milton, 2012; Humphrey & Parkinson, 2006). Educational research 

papers debate whether mainstream education is an inclusive structure for autistic students 

(Anderson, 2020; Banks & McCoy, 2018; Mesibov & Shea, 1996). However, it is important to 

gather perspectives outside of the policy makers and researchers. Indeed, there is a move 

towards participatory research in the field of autism, where the voices of autistic children are 

listened to, and due weight is given to their perspectives (Fletcher-Watson et al., 2019; Crane 

et al., 2021). Research that has listened to autistic young people have found that inclusion in 

school is less about the location and more about the sense of belonging in the school community 

and the relationships a young person has with their teachers and peers (Goodall, 2020). 

Morewood and colleagues (2011), emphasise the importance of creating inclusive school 

environments by focusing on the social environment, not just the learning environment. As 

previously mentioned, great emphasis is currently being placed on improving teacher’s 

understanding of autism through professional learning. However, until 2022 the Irish policy 

and reports about inclusion for autistic students, had not addressed ways to facilitate the desires 

of autistic young people to be socially accepted and included by the whole school community 

(DoE, 2020; NCSE, 2019; Banks et al., 2016; Daly et al., 2016; DoE Inspectorate, 2006; DoE, 

2001). The recent publication of the Autism Good Practice Guidance for Schools is the first 

Irish guideline which promotes the social inclusion of autistic students by educating staff and 

peers about autism (DoE, 2022). 

2.2.2 Social Inclusion and Peer Relationships 

Social inclusion can be particularly challenging aspect of the school environment for 

autistic students (Browning et al., 2009; Bellini 2006;). Autistic individuals have differences 

with social communication and often find it challenging to engage with and relate to peers 

(Karoff et al., 2017). Some of the areas of need for autistic students include, social-emotional 



AUTISM AWARENESS FOR SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS 18 

reciprocity, understanding non-verbal communication, interpreting nuances in social 

interactions, as well as understanding, developing and maintaining relationships (DSM-5, 

APA, 2013). Recent research has highlighted that students can experience difficulty 

interpreting the perspectives and social expressions of autistic individuals, and this is associated 

with more negative perceptions of autistic individuals (Alkhaldi et al., 2019; Heasman & 

Gillespie, 2018). This mutual and bi-directional misunderstanding and disconnection between 

autistic individuals and their peers is known as the double-empathy problem and can contribute 

to a myriad of negative consequences for autistic individuals (Milton, 2012).  

Studies have highlighted that autistic students can find it challenging to form 

friendships and are more likely to be bullied than other students ( Marino et al., 2016; Hebron 

& Humphrey, 2014; Petrina et al., 2014; Sreckovic et al., 2014; ; Locke et al., 2010). Moreover, 

autistic students who have experienced victimization, reported having physical injuries, 

emotional trauma and have felt unsafe in school (Zablotsky et al., 2013). Autistic students who 

have been victimised in school also experience negative impacts on their self-esteem, mental 

health and relationships (Reid & Batten, 2006). In addition, peer victimisation has been flagged 

as a risk factor of self-harm and suicide for autistic young people (Serges & Rawana, 2014). 

Given the correlation between a lack of belonging and increased mental health difficulties 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995), this emphasises the need to support autistic students’ sense of 

acceptance, inclusion and connectedness in school. 

Autism forms part of an identity for many autistic individuals (Kapp et al., 2013). The 

minority stress model has been used to understand the ways in which some autistic people may 

experience increased social stress due to stigmatization from others (Jaarsma & Welin 2012). 

The minority stress model represents a novel way of considering the experiences of autistic 

people. A recent study found that exposure to victimisation, discrimination, expectation of 

rejection, internalised stigma and masking can significantly predict poorer mental health and 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2156869318804297#bibr45-2156869318804297
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heightened psychological distress in autistic individuals (Botha & Frost, 2020). Botha and Frost 

(2020) argue that this stress burden, which impacts the wellbeing and mental health of autistic 

individuals could potentially be a preventable factor.   

This highlights the grave importance and urgency of intervening in schools to protect 

autistic young people from experiencing these negative outcomes. The peers of autistic students 

play a significant role in forming the inclusive school environment through peer relationships 

and social inclusion (Mavropoulou et al., 2020). However, double empathy theory suggests 

that both autistic students and their peers experience bi-directional difficulties in understanding 

and communicating with one another (Milton, 2012). This lack of insight, which can impact 

autistic individuals and their peers when trying to socially understand and connect with one 

another (Milton, 2012). As highlighted through the double empathy problem and further 

reinforced through research, students can form negative attitudes towards autistic students 

because they do not understand the behaviours of their autistic classmates (Sasson et al., 2017; 

Milton, 2012). This lack of understanding can lead to increased stigmatisation and isolation for 

autistic students, as well as reducing peers’ intentions to socially interact with autistic young 

people (Sasson et al., 2017; Ling et al., 2010).  

Additionally, autistic students can be excluded by their peers, and autistic students 

report feeling distressed by this perceived rejection (Dean et al., 2014; Ochs et al., 2001). The 

social differences autistic students experience, combined with the lack of peer knowledge and 

understanding of autism could unintentionally create negative social experiences for autistic 

young people (Goodall, 2020; Humphrey & Symes, 2011). This highlights the discrepancy 

between aims of inclusive policy and the reality of social exclusion amongst autistic students 

and their classmates. These findings stress the urgent need to accommodate greater inclusion 

amongst autistic young people and their peers.  

2.2.3 Interventions for Students 
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Social skills interventions have been designed to try to improve autistic young people’s 

social skills, with the intention that this may lead to the development of friendships (Bond et 

al., 2016; Reichow et al., 2012). Typically, social skills training and peer mediated 

interventions focus on improving only autistic students social and emotional skills (Bellini et 

al., 2007). One such intervention that has effectively increased peer interactions and improved 

the development and maintenance of social skills over time is the Programme for the Education 

and Enrichment of Relational Skills (PEERS) (Mandelberg et al., 2014). A criticism of social 

skills programmes is that post-intervention, they do not focus on the inclusion of autistic 

students with their peers (Bond et al., 2016). Additionally, research into social skill 

interventions provides minimal information on autistic individual’s development of friendships 

with peers following the intervention and some studies suggest that difficulties in developing 

and maintaining friendships persist, even when an autistic individual improves their social 

skills (Finke, 2016; Calder et al., 2013). In a meta-analysis of social skill interventions for 

autistic individuals, which included 23 studies, authors reported that none of the studies 

meaningfully measured friendship reciprocity (Petrina et al., 2014).  

A further criticism of social skills interventions is that they unethically stigmatise 

authentic behaviours of autistic individuals, as autistic students are learning to conform to 

neuro-typical social expectations (Wilkenfeld & McCarthy, 2020; Bottema-Beutel et al., 2018; 

Milton, 2016).  As a result, autistic students are taught to mask their authentic autistic selves, 

which can hinder their sense of belonging because people do not understand them or their 

supressed true selves (Pearson et al., 2023; Miller et al., 2021). This masking of naturally 

autistic behaviours can be straining for autistic individuals (Hull et al., 2017) and elevate their 

levels of stress and anxiety (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019). In contrast to neuro-affirmative 

practices, social skill interventions tend to focus on minimising autistic individual’s overtly 

non-typical behaviours and fitting into a neurotypical world (Gates et al., 2017). 
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Furthermore, a major criticism of social skill interventions is that they do not address 

the stigma and negative perceptions of autism that their peers can hold (Reichow et al., 2012). 

The focus of many social skills interventions is often on the social ‘deficits’ of autistic students, 

but this does not address the bidirectional nature of peer interactions between autistic and their 

peers (Chien et al., 2021). Double empathy theory highlights that autistic individuals are not 

solely responsible for the barriers that can be experienced in social interactions, as mutual 

misunderstanding and social disconnection between autistic individuals and their peers can 

contribute to an interpersonal mismatch (Milton 2012). Thus, this can impact autistic 

individuals and their peers when trying to connect with one another (Milton, 2012).  

2.2.4 The Neuro-affirmative Approach 

Neurodiversity refers to a broad range of natural variance that occurs in human 

neurodevelopment and recognises autistic individuals as neurodiverse (Pellicano & den 

Houting, 2022). The neurodiversity paradigm centres around acceptance of diversity in the 

development of the human brain and rejects the outlook that divergence from ‘typical’ brain 

development is a deficit-based issue that needs to be corrected (Walker, 2012). There has also 

been a move towards describing autistic people from a strengths-based approach, as well as 

supporting their needs (Mandy et al., 2015a). For example, autistic individuals can display the 

full range of language abilities (DSM-5, APA, 2013), with many autistic people having a fluent 

language (Meilleur et al., 2015). Many autistic individuals poses personal qualities such as 

honesty and loyalty and have specific cognitive strengths that relate to their autism, which can 

include pattern recognition, memory, focus, creativity and unique perspectives (Cope & 

Remington, 2022). Neuro-affirmative standards of wellbeing emphasise the importance of 

taking the autism-specific values, needs and goals of each individual into account (Lam et al., 

2021). Autistic adults have highlighted the importance of others’ knowledge and acceptance of 

autism and developing a positive autistic identity as factors that support their wellbeing 
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(McConachie et al., 2020). Similarly, in the school setting, autistic adolescents have placed 

value on their peers being more aware of autism to support them feeling accepted and included 

in school (Goodall, 2020).  

Rather than trying to change the autistic individual, the neurodiversity paradigm 

promotes the acceptance of autism as an integral aspect of an autistic individual’s identity 

(Pellicano & den Houting, 2022). Fondelli and Rober, conducted interviews with neurotypical 

teenagers to understand their perceptions of autism (2017). One participant in a focus group 

recognised the importance of valuing a peer's autistic identity, stating that, ‘he also has a right 

to be who he is’ (Fondelli & Rober, 2017, p.708). In addition, having a positive sense of autistic 

identity and the more accepted an autistic person feels by others, is correlated to better mental 

health outcomes for autistic individuals (Cage et al., 2018; De Paz et al., 2018). Neurodiversity 

aligns with the social model of disability, whereby the environment should be adapted to 

effectively meet an individual’s unique characteristics rather than changing the individual to 

fit into an environment that does not meet their needs (Oliver, 1996). Neurodiversity affirming 

practices recognise developmental differences from a right-based and strengths-based 

perspective, whereby adaptations are made to support and affirm an individual’s neuro-diverse 

identity (Kapp et al., 2013). Neurodiversity affirming practices can be embedded in schools by 

de-stigmatizing autism and accommodating the views of the autistic community (Izuno-Garcia 

et al., 2023). For example, autistic students have suggested the social environment can be 

enhanced in school by increasing peers’ understanding of autism (Goodall, 2020). With the 

introduction of the Special Education Teaching Allocation Model (SETAM), schools now have 

the autonomy and flexibility to create an inclusive school environment for all learners (DoE, 

2017) 

2.2.5 Listening to Autistic Students 
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An individual’s sense of belonging is defined as their experience of psychological 

involvement as an integral part of a community or a relationship and is captured through their 

experiences of feeling accepted and needed as well as the feeling that their identity is valued 

and they fit into the community (Hagarty et al., 1992). Research conducted by Goodall (2018; 

2020) found that autistic adolescents value a sense of belonging in the school community and 

their relationships their teachers and peers. Goodall (2020) interviewed 12 autistic adolescents, 

who outlined the following factors as negatively impacting their inclusion; a lack of 

understanding of autism from teachers and peers, not feeling valued and not free to express 

themselves in school. Autistic adolescents have expressed a desire to develop social 

relationships (Muller et al., 2008; Daniel & Billingsley, 2010). In a study by Sedgewick et al. 

(2016), interviews with autistic adolescents revealed that autistic females, can feel excluded in 

some of their friendships and ignored by female peers. Autistic adolescents have reported that 

gaining a positive understanding of autism legitimises their differences, supporting their sense 

of self and their self-identity as an autistic person (Mogensen & Mason, 2015). Crompton and 

colleagues interviewed autistic adults who reflected on the types of autistic peer support they 

would have liked to have experienced in secondary school. Numerous participants recalled that 

autism was perceived negatively in school or rarely spoken about, describing autism as ‘the 

elephant in the room’ (2022, p.6). Participants suggested it would have been beneficial for 

students and teachers to speak about autism in a positive manner because they reported other 

students had little understanding of autism and ‘there needs to be more understanding of what 

it is like for autistic people’ (Crompton et al., 2022, p.10).  

 Autistic adolescents have articulated the positive impacts of learning about autism 

from a strengths-based perspective, such as validating their self-concept (Mogensen & Mason, 

2015) and they have also expressed a desire for their peers to have a better understanding of 

autism (Goodall, 2018). In addition, interviews conducted with typically developing peers 
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indicated that having a better understanding of autism could reduce the exclusion of autistic 

peers and support their inclusion (Fondelli & Rober, 2017). Listening to the voices of autistic 

students in relation to school interventions about autism, is highly valuable as it helps 

researchers, school leaders, teachers and school communities to understand their social 

experiences and how they would like supports to be improved upon. This viewpoint of ‘nothing 

about us without us’ is further represented as a central tenant of disability rights and 

neurodiversity activity (Charlton, 1998). The Autism Good Practice Guidance for Schools 

states that to foster the social inclusion of autistic students and reduce the risk of bullying, 

schools should adopt ‘approaches that raise awareness of autism and develop mutual 

understanding and support between students with autism and their peers’ (DoE, 2022, p. 85). 

Some of the approaches recommended to promote the acceptance and understanding of autism 

amongst peers include autism awareness events, peer mentoring programmes and shared 

interest lunchtime clubs (DoE, 2022). 

2.3 Rationale 

2.3.1 Autism Awareness for Students 

The Saturation Model for effective inclusion of autistic students provides a framework 

for a whole-school approach (Morewood et al., 2011). This model outlines five key principles 

that schools can develop across to ensure that the whole school community can work together 

to support the inclusion of autistic students. The five principles include, a key figure who can 

champion autism across the school, an autism friendly school environment, flexible supports 

for staff and autistic students, continuous professional development for staff and educating 

peers about autism. This study focuses on the fifth principle of best practice in the Saturation 

Model, which stresses the importance of extending an understanding of autism to peers of 

autistic students, to create meaningful inclusion across all levels of the school community 

(Morewood et al., 2011). This is further supported by the Autism Good Practice Guidelines for 
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Schools (DoE, 2022), which recommends that schools can promote the social inclusion of 

autistic adolescents is by educating all students about autism through autism awareness 

interventions. Researchers have emphasised the need for classmates to better understand and 

accept their autistic peers (Meyer & Ostrosky, 2014) and the need for more autism awareness 

trainings for neurotypical peers (Winchell et al., 2018).  

Carter et al. (2014) found that interventions targeting peers’ knowledge and perceptions 

of autism are key in promoting positive relationships between autistic children and their peers. 

Fondelli and Rober (2017) conducted interviews with neurotypical adolescents, to explore their 

understanding of autism. The young people explained that students ‘don’t really understand 

(autism)’, and don’t know how to interpret an autistic person’s behaviours, which the young 

people thought could be contributing to autistic individuals experiencing bullying (p.707). The 

young people in the focus groups also suggested that others might have more sympathy and be 

more open minded towards autistic individuals if autism was explained, as this could create a 

better understanding of why autistic individuals may act differently (Fondelli & Rober, 2017). 

Research has also found that when students learn about autism, peers had more positive 

descriptions of autism (Campbell et al., 2004).  

Broadly in the literature, the main constructs used to analyse peers’ perceptions towards 

autistic students include knowledge, behavioural intentions and attitude. Knowledge refers to 

what peers understand about autism and any misconceptions they may have (Campbell, 2007). 

Behavioural intentions measure the degree to which peers like to interact with autistic students 

in everyday situations. Attitude focuses on prejudices and internal biases peers may have 

towards autistic students (Campbell, 2007). Campbell and Barger (2014) suggest that stigma 

is underpinned by these three constructs: knowledge, behavioural intentions, and cognitive 

attitudes. The process of de-stigmatising disabilities has been likened to reframing of social 

perceptions of the disability, whereby firstly individuals recognise the disability exits, then they 
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learn more about the strengths, differences and needs of a disability, and this awareness leads 

to understanding, which in turn supports acceptance of a person with a disability (Williams et 

al., 2021). 

A range of studies have looked at the impacts of peers’ understanding, attitudes and 

behavioural intentions in relation to autistic individuals. Research in the university setting has 

found that positive peer attitudes towards autistic individuals predicts willingness of peers to 

interact with autistic people (Underhill et al., 2019; Gardiner & Iarocci, 2013). Freitag and 

Dunsmuir’s study reported that peer’s behavioural intentions towards a hypothetical autistic 

classmate were predictive of real-life interactions with autistic classmates (2015). Children’s 

interactions with autistic peers were operationalised using a socio-metric roster method, 

whereby the children rated how much they spend with each of their classmates and this method 

has been reported to be strongly correlated with independent observations of interactions 

between peers in the classroom and in the school yard (Roberts & Smith, 1999). Thus, measures 

of behavioural intentions may support our understanding of potential social interactions 

amongst autistic students and their peers.  

2.3.2 Attribution Theory and Peer’s Attitudes 

Humphrey (2008) theorised that educating peers about autism may support them to 

have a better understanding of autism, which could impact their attitudes towards autistic 

individuals and in turn, improve their willingness to socially interact with autistic peers. 

Attribution theory is based on the premise that a person’s emotional reactions and motive to 

act in a situation is based on their need to understand the causes of events (Dijker & Koomen, 

2003). When a person perceives that another individual does or does not have control over their 

own behaviour, this perception impacts their attitude and behavioural interactions towards that 

individual (Weiner, 2006). Thus, cognitions affect feelings, which then impact behavioural 

intentions towards an individual (Corrigan et al., 2003).  
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In the context of autism, attribution theory suggests that this change in attitudes may 

occur when peers learn about the experiences of autistic individuals and the impact the school 

environment can have on an autistic person’s behaviours (Weiner & Graham, 1984). For 

example, learning about the causes of an autistic person’s behaviours, such as sensory 

difficulties, may help a classmate to understand that an autistic individual displaying certain 

behaviours (e.g., covering their ears), has less control over their responses to sensory stimuli 

(e.g., loud noises) than previously assumed. This theory also suggests that information about a 

diagnosis and its corresponding characteristics may promote more positive responses in others, 

as they may believe it to be the most socially desirable way of responding (Mogavero & Hsu, 

2018). Numerous studies have applied the construct of attribution theory to understand people’s 

attitudes and behavioural interactions towards an individual with a disability (Chan et al., 2005; 

Silton & Fogel, 2012). This has led researchers to hypothesise that when peers believe an 

individual’s behaviour is related to a disability and not fully in the individual’s control, peers 

display more sympathy and willingness to provide social support to that individual (Campbell 

et al., 2004; Swaim &Morgan, 2001). Ling and colleagues applied attribution to teachers’ 

behavioural intentions towards autistic students and found that the more a teacher understood 

autism, they had reduced anger and increased sympathy towards autistic students and they were 

also less likely punish an autistic student for their behaviours, indicating a reduction in negative 

behavioural reactions (2010). Figure 1, as illustrated by Corrigan (2000) and Weiner et al. 

(1988) depicts the construct of attribution theory.  
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Figure 1  

An Illustration of attribution Theory in Relation to a Person with a Disability. 
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individuals were similar between control and experimental groups. In a study analysing college 

students’ attitudes towards an autistic peer, when the label of autism was included in the 

vignette, participants had more positive behavioural and cognitive attitudes towards the autistic 

individual, although affective attitudes did not change (Matthers & Goldberg, 2015). As 

illustrated above, much research has taken place at pre-school, primary school and third-level 

education with regards to educating peers about autism. This paper therefore focuses on the 

less explored area of secondary schools, as it is an important stage of the education system that 

has yet to be reviewed comprehensively.  

2.3.4 A Need to Support Autistic Students in Secondary Schools 

Furthermore, in a review of inclusion of autistic students in Irish schools, the NCSE 

found several areas in which secondary schools should improve their supports for autistic 

students (2016b). For example, this review found that primary schools had good to very good 

formal and informal processes for monitoring children’s progress across a range of holistic 

competencies, such as academic, social, emotional and personal targets. However, in secondary 

schools, most data collected was related to student’s academic performance and targets were 

rarely set for non-academic competencies, which the NCSE deemed as not acceptable (2016b). 

In general, secondary schools tend to place more emphasis on academic achievement than 

primary schools (Zeedyk et al., 2003). The secondary school environment places more social, 

emotional and academic demands on learners, as they must adapt from one familiar group of 

classmates to a variety of teachers, classes and new peers (Coffey, 2013). Research by Deckers 

and colleagues (2017) examined peer-related loneliness from childhood to adolescence in 

autistic individuals and their peers. They found that only when autistic individuals reached 

adolescence, they experienced elevated levels of loneliness, when compared to same-age peers. 

The human desire to belong, becomes stronger during adolescence for autistic young people, 

as well as adolescent clinical control groups and non-clinical control groups (Laursen & Hartl, 
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2013). A study involving young people with disabilities found that autistic adolescents were 

reported to be least likely to meet friends outside of school or get invited to a peer’s social 

event (Wagner et al., 2004).    

Educators and parents have expressed concern regarding the lack of opportunities for 

autistic young people to develop friendships with their school peers (Boyd & Shaw, 2010; 

Bauminger et al., 2003). In addition, parent reports and clinical observations emphasise that 

secondary school can be particularly difficult for autistic young people (Mandy et al., 2016; 

Tobin et al., 2012). Adolescence can be a significantly challenging stage for autistic young 

people as there is greater emphasis and complexity when it comes to peer relations (Carter et 

al., 2014). This highlights the need to promote and foster social inclusion for autistic young 

people in secondary school.  In addition, the majority of these studies focus on the views of 

parents and teachers, this emphasises the need to capture the perspectives of autistic and their 

peers in terms of peer relations and inclusion in secondary school. 

Reviews of autism awareness interventions have been carried out across broad contexts 

and with studies including participants from 8 years to 55 years of age (Cremin et al., 2021; 

Lochner, 2019). Autism awareness interventions conducted in secondary schools have yet to 

be analysed and for these reasons, it is important that a systematic literature review be carried 

out. The purpose of this review is to examine the impact of autism awareness interventions on 

peers’ knowledge of autism, attitudes and behavioural intentions towards autistic students. 

With the broad variance in the delivery of these interventions there is a need to critique the 

internal and external validity of published studies. Interventions that aim to reduce peer stigma 

and improve peers’ attitudes towards autistic students could be hugely beneficial to autistic 

students by fostering an inclusive and accepting school environment for these students. This 

review can inform a whole-school approach to the social inclusion of autistic students. 

2.3.5 Review Question 
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What impact do Autism Awareness Interventions have on Secondary School Students’ 

knowledge of autism, and on their attitudes and behavioural intentions towards autistic 

individuals? 

2.4 Methods 

2.4.1 Search Strategy  

Studies relevant to the research question were identified thorough searches on the  

databases; ERIC, Academic Search Complete, APA PsycINFO and Web of Science as they 

cover research ranging from education, psychology and applied social studies. To ensure all 

articles that were related to educating students about autism were identified, the key search 

terms, outlined in Table 1 were inputted into these databases. 287 studies were recognised 

through database searches.  

Table 1  

Search Terms for Databases 

Participants  Intervention  Outcome 

student OR class* OR 

peer OR friend* of 

teen* OR adolescent*  

 

AND 

“high school” OR 

“middle school” OR 

education OR “second 

level” OR “secondary 

school” 

AND ASD OR "autism 

spectrum disorder" OR 

autism OR asperger* 

 

AND 

Intervention OR 

program* OR course 

OR awareness OR 

training OR lesson* OR 

workshop OR educat* 

AND knowledge OR 

“cognitive attitude” OR  

“intentional behav*” 

OR understanding OR 

attitude OR acceptance 

OR perception OR 

awareness 

 

 

2.4.2 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

The inclusion criteria and exclusion criteria are outlined in Table 2, with rationale for 

each. This was used to screen the studies identified through database searching. After 

duplicates were removed, the titles of 205 studies were screened for relevance by reading titles. 

Out of these studies, 135 records were excluded, following the exclusion criteria (Appendix 
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A). The abstracts of the remaining 52 papers were screened using the inclusion and exclusion 

criteria. Excluded studies are listed in Appendix A, with rationale for their exclusion.  The 

remaining 10 articles were read in full and assessed for eligibility, four of which were excluded 

after full review, as they did not meet the inclusion criteria. See Appendix A for reasons for 

exclusion. 6 studies met the inclusion criteria and were included in this review (Appendix B). 

Figure 2 illustrates the study selection process.
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Table 2   

Inclusion Criteria, Exclusion Criteria and Rationale for Screening Studies 

 

 Exclusion Inclusion Rationale 

 

1. Publication 

Type 

Research that was not published in a 

peer reviewed journal. 

Research must be published in a 

peer reviewed journal. 

Studies published in peer reviewed journals must 

pass certain research standards and therefore 

maintain the academic rigour of this systematic 

literature review. 

 

2. Study Type Systematic review, scoping review, 

meta-analysis, qualitative, PRISMA 

review. 

Research must be empirical in 

nature and collect primary data 

to analyse the impacts of the 

intervention. 

 

The analysis of primary data ensures the findings 

are original and the impacts of the interventions can 

be evaluated as rigorously as possible. 

 

3. Participants Children in pre-school, 

kindergarten, primary school, 

elementary school, individuals in 

third level education, university, 

adults or those who are not in 

education. 

 

Studies that measured the 

impact of the interventions on 

students in second level 

education including, middle 

school, high school and 

secondary school. All second 

level students were included, 

this includes participants who 

had a diagnosis of autism and 

participants who did not have a 

diagnosis of autism. 

 

This review focused on studies that targeted 

students in second level education as a systematic 

literature review has not been conducted with this 

age group to date.  All students in second level 

education were included, therefore students with a 

diagnosis of autism and students without a 

diagnosis of autism were included. 

 

4. Outcome 

Measures 

Studies that did not explore the 

impact of the intervention on 

student’s knowledge of autism or 

attitudes or behavioural intentions 

Studies that explored the impact 

of the intervention on at least 

one of these three constructs; 

Understanding student’s attitudes towards autistic 

individuals is a key area of interest for this review. 

Attitude is comprised of three components, 

affective attitude, behavioural intention and 
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towards autistic individuals or 

hypothetical autistic individuals. 

attitude, knowledge and 

behavioural intentions.  

knowledge (Hume & Campbell, 2019). Studies on 

autism awareness interventions have varied in their 

findings. When multiple components of attitude is 

measured it gives a more reliable outcome overall 

(Hume & Campbell, 2019). For this reason these 

key constructs are included in the review criteria. 

 

5. Language Research papers that were not 

published in English. 

Research papers that were 

published in English. 

The researcher can only read and critique studies 

published in English. 

 

6. Intervention 

Type 

Studies that have an autism 

awareness intervention targeted at 

parents, teachers, families, siblings. 

Studies that had an autism 

awareness intervention that 

targeted peers of autistic 

students in secondary school. 

Required to evaluate the impact of the autism 

awareness intervention on students in the 

educational setting. 
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Figure 2  

Study Selection Process 
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2.4.3 Literature Review & Synthesis of Findings  

Table 3     

Mapping the Field: An Overview of the Studies Included in this Review 
Researchers  Sample Study Design Type of Intervention Type of 

Information 

Measures Main Findings 

Campbell

, 2007 

 

United 

States of 

America 

233 

students 

From 1 

school 

Experimental 

design with a 

pre-post 

assessment only 

for Knowledge 

of Autism 

(there was no 

control group 

and no follow 

up test) 

A once off 

intervention which 

used a video and a 

pamphlet. The videos 

included male and 

female child actors 

playing the role of a 

child with autism. 

The child actors did 

not have a diagnosis 

of autism. 

Combined: 

explanatory 

and 

descriptive 

Or 

descriptive 

only 

Shared Activities Questionnaire (SAQ) – 

Measuring Behavioural Intentions 

Adjective Checklist (ACL)- Measuring Cognitive 

Attitude 

Perceived Responsibility Questionnaire (PRQ)  

Similarity Rating Form (SRF)  

Knowledge of Autism Questionnaire – Measuring 

how much students know about autism. 

 

Students with prior awareness of autism had 

more favourable behavioural intentions 

towards autistic students compared to 

students who had not heard of autism. 

 

Students’ knowledge of autism was 

significantly increased after the intervention. 

 

Students who received descriptive 

information had more negative attitudes 

towards autistic students while students who 

received a combination of explanatory and 

descriptive information had more positive 

attitudes towards autistic students. 

 

Fleva, 

2014 

 

Greece 

179 

students 

from 1 

school 

Experimental 

design with a 

control group 

(there was no 

pre-test and no 

follow up test) 

A once off 

intervention which 

used vignettes and a 

PowerPoint with 

audio  

Combined: 

directive, 

explanatory 

and 

descriptive 

Shared Activities Questionnaire (SAQ) – 

Measuring Behavioural Intentions 

Adjective Checklist (ACL)- Measuring Cognitive 

Attitude 

Students had a more positive attitude 

towards typically developing students than 

autistic students. 

 

Students were more willing to engage in 

activities with typically developing students 

than autistic students. 

 

Fleva, 

2015 

 

Greece 

416 

students 

from 2 

schools 

Experimental 

design with a 

control group 

(there was no 

pre-test and no 

follow up test) 

A once off 

intervention which 

used vignettes and a 

PowerPoint with 

audio 

Combined: 

directive, 

explanatory 

and 

descriptive 

Shared Activities Questionnaire (SAQ) – 

Measuring Behavioural Intentions 

 

Asperger Syndrome Questionnaire (ASQ)- 

Measuring general attitude 

Students in the experimental group had 

greater behavioural intentions towards 

autistic students than students in the control 

group. 

 

There was no significant impact on attitude. 
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Research

ers 

Sample Study Design Type of Intervention Type of 

Information 

Measures Main Findings 

Ranson 

and 

Byrne, 

2014 

 

Australia 

273 

students 

All female 

participant

s from one 

school 

Experimental 

pre-post design 

with a control 

group 

(there was no 

follow up test) 

 

A 6 week curriculum 

programme during 50 

minute classes. This 

also included online 

homework tasks. 1 

session included an 

autistic guest speaker 

and videos of autistic 

students. 

Combined: 

directive, 

explanatory 

and 

descriptive 

Autism Awareness Survey - Measuring how 

much students know about autism.  

Adjective Checklist (ACL) 

Shared Activities Questionnaire Revised (SAQ-R) 

Perceived Responsibility Questionnaire –Revised 

(PRQ-R) – measuring how much control peers 

perceive hypothetical  autistic students have over 

their behaviours.  

Similarity Rating Form – Revised (SRF-R)- 

measuring perceived similarity between peers and 

hypothetical autistic students. 

 

The experimental group: 

Increased their knowledge of autism and 

could recognise strategies they could use to 

effectively interact with students with 

autistic students. 

Had a significant positive impact on 

attitudes towards autistic students in post 

testing, however, this also occurred in the 

control group. 

Increased behavioural intentions across time 

for the experimental group, compared to the 

control group. 

Staniland 

and 

Byrne, 

2013 

 

Australia 

395 

students 

All male 

participant

s from one 

school 

Experimental 

pre-post design, 

with a follow up 

assessment and 

a control group 

 

A 6 week curriculum 

programme during 50 

minute classes. This 

also included online 

homework tasks. 1 

session included an 

autistic guest speaker 

and videos of autistic 

students. 

Combined: 

directive, 

explanatory 

and 

descriptive 

Autism Awareness Survey  

Adjective Checklist (ACL)- Measuring Cognitive 

Attitude 

Shared Activities Questionnaire Revised (SAQ-R)  

 

Perceived Responsibility Questionnaire – Revised 

(PRQ-R) – measuring how much control peers 

perceive hypothetical  autistic students have over 

their behaviours.  

Similarity Rating Form – Revised (SRF-R)- 

measuring perceived similarity between peers and 

hypothetical autistic students. 

The experimental group: 

Increased their knowledge of autism and 

could recognise strategies they could use to 

effectively interact with students with 

autistic students. 

Had a significant positive impact on 

attitudes towards autistic students. 

Had no significant impact on student’s 

behavioural intentions towards an autistic 

student. 
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Tonnsen 

and 

Hahn, 

2016 

 

United 

States of 

America 

83 students 

from four 

different 

schools 

Experimental 

design with a 

control group 

(there was no 

pre-test and no 

follow up test) 

A once off 

intervention which 

included a blog and a 

video. The videos 

included male and 

female child actors 

playing the role of a 

child with autism. 

The child actors did 

have a diagnosis of 

autism. 

Combined: 

explanatory 

and 

descriptive 

Or 

explanatory 

only 

Adjective Checklist (ACL)- Measuring Cognitive 

Attitude 

 

CATCH- Children’s Attitudes Towards Children 

with Handicaps Scale –measuring general attitude 

 

Students had more positive attitudes towards 

autistic students who were socially accepted 

by others. 
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2.4.4 Critical Appraisal of the Reviewed Studies 

This review utilised Gough’s (2007) Weight of Evidence (WoE) Framework to 

conceptually and methodologically appraise and critique the articles that were eligible for 

inclusion through WoE A, B, C and D. WoE A analyses the quality of the methodology in each 

study by using a coding protocol. WoE B examines how appropriate each study design is in 

answering this review question. WoE C analyses how relevant the focus of each study is to this 

review question. WoE D combines the mean score of the WoE A, B and C, to produce an 

overall rating which corresponds to the extent to which each study addresses this review 

question. The overall WoE D is shown in Table 4. All coding criteria for WoE A,B, C is 

outlined in Appendices C, D and E. 

The Gersten et al. (2005) protocol was selected for coding the WoE A because it applies 

to experimental group designs in educational settings. Each of the six studies being reviewed 

in this paper fitted this criteria, hence, this coding protocol was deemed suitable. The quality 

of the methodology in each study was evaluated through essential and desirable quality 

indicators (Appendix C). The criteria descriptions in the Gersten et al. (2005) protocol were 

implemented to analyse of the quality of each study. A full outline of the original and adapted 

coding protocols are included in Appendix B. The scores of each criteria were combined to 

give a final WoE A score of either Low = 1, Medium = 2 or High = 3. Appendix C includes an 

example of how the coding protocol for the WoE A was applied to the Ranson and Byrne paper 

(2014). 

The appropriateness of the methodology (WoE B) and relevance of the characteristics 

of each study (WoE C), to this review question were also assessed. The WoE B critically 

appraised the design of each study (Appendix D). The WoE C was evaluated according to the 

intervention delivery, the schools that participated and the outcomes that were measured 

(Appendix E includes justification for specific coding criteria for the WoE C). The WoE D was 
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calculated by averaging WoE A, B and C. An overview of all of the Weight of Evidence scores 

can be seen in Table 4. The overall WoE D ratings are categorised as follows: Low = <1.4, 

Medium = 1.5-2.4, High = >2.5.  

Table 4  

An Overview of the Weight of Evidence (WoE) Ratings 

Study  WoE A WoE B WoE C WoE D 

 

Campbell (2007) 1 

 

1 2 1.3 (Low) 

Fleva (2014) 1 1 2 1.3 (Low)  

 

Fleva, (2015) 2 

 

2 2.3 
2.1 (Medium) 

Ranson and Byrne (2014) 3 

 

3 2.3 
2.8 (High) 

Staniland and Byrne (2013) 3 

 

3 2.3 
2.8 (High) 

Tonnsen and Hahn (2016) 2 

 

2 2 
2 (Medium) 

 

2.4.5 Characteristics of Studies Included 

2.4.5.1  Participants. This review critically appraised six studies conducted 

internationally between 2007 and 2016 (Table 4). Two studies were conducted in Greece (Fleva 

2015; Fleva, 2014), two studies were conducted in the United States of America (Tonnsen & 

Hahn, 2016; Campbell, 2007) and two studies were conducted in Australia (Ranson & Byrne, 

2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013). Together, these studies are comprised of 1,599 participants. 

All studies, but two, had a similar proportion of male and female participants and receive a 

higher rating for the WoE A. Research by Ranson and Byrne (2014), included only female 

participants, while the study conducted by Staniland and Byrne (2013) involved only male 

participants. As these studies targeted just one gender, they were not representative of the 

general whole school population and this impacted their WoE A ratings. Four of the studies 

were conducted in just one school (Fleva, 2014; Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 
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2013; Campbell, 2007). The type of school can attract a limited demographic of students, which 

makes the findings less generalisable. The studies conducted by Ranson and Byrne (2014) and 

Staniland and Byrne (2013) were conducted in one Catholic school that reported having a 

strong ethos of social justice and all participants were reported to be from a middle class 

background. This illustrates that having just one school involved in a study is not representative 

of general school populations and for this reason these studies received a lower WoE C rating. 

The quality criteria in this systematic literature review, places value on representing a variety 

of student demographics as this is an important factor in demonstrating the effectiveness of 

educational interventions (Raudenbush, 2007). Thus, Fleva (2015) received a medium WoE C 

rating for involving two schools. Tonnsen and Hahn (2016) received a higher WoE C rating as 

their research represented a diverse population of students from Public Schools, Private 

Schools, Chartered Schools and Home-Schools.  

2.4.5.2  Research Design. All six studies implemented an experimental design, 

as illustrated in Table 3. Campbell (2007) used pre-post testing for one of their questionnaires, 

while three studies implemented a control group (Tonnsen & Hahn, 2016; Fleva, 2015; Fleva 

2014). These four studies received a medium WoE A rating, as these methods of testing 

demonstrate good validity (Borovicka et al., 2012). These four studies would have received a 

higher WoE A rating if they had included both pre and post testing as well as a control group, 

as this would be regarded as a better quality methodology. Ranson and Byrne (2014) and 

Staniland and Byrne (2013) and received high WoE A score as they demonstrated more 

rigorous testing, by implementing pre-post testing, control groups and follow up testing. All 

studies implemented randomisation at class level in order for the intervention to be carried out 

during normal class times.  

2.4.5.3  Intervention. The interventions were delivered through a variety of 

methods. Both Ranson and Byrne (2014) and Staniland and Byrne (2013) implemented the 
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interventions during 50 minute classes across six weeks, alongside online homework tasks. An 

autistic guest speaker attended one of the six sessions and videos of autistic students were also 

presented. These were the longest interventions in length. Both Campbell (2007) and Tonnsen 

and Hahn (2016) the intervention was delivered through videos of male and female child actors 

playing the role of a child with autism. Campbell (2007) employed child actors who did not 

have a diagnosis of autism, while Tonnsen and Hahn (2016) did use an actor with a diagnosis 

of autism. Fleva (2014) and Fleva (2015) delivered the intervention through a PowerPoint 

presentation and by using vignettes which described autistic students. Four of the studies were 

once off interventions, in which participants did not physically meet an autistic individual 

(Tonnsen & Hahn, 2016; Fleva, 2015; Fleva 2014; Campbell, 2007).In contrast, participants 

did come into contact with an autistic person during the interventions of Staniland and Byrne 

(2013) and Ranson and Byrne (2014). Research shows that each of these methods can be 

effective, but no specific intervention method is significantly more effective than another 

(Cremin et al, 2021). For this reason, the intervention method did impact the WoE weighting. 

One aspect of the intervention that has been shown to significantly impact the 

effectiveness of the intervention is the type of information that is shared with students. There 

are four distinctive methods of delivering information: description, explanation, directive or a 

combination of at least two of these types of information (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2017). 

Descriptive information focuses on identifying similarities between autistic students and their 

peers. Explanatory information outlines what autism is and how it can impact a person. 

Explanatory information also provides insights into traits of autistic students and how some 

autistic individuals cannot control some behaviours. Directive information suggests good 

practices and helpful tips for interacting with autistic students. When an intervention merges 

all of these approaches to delivering information (explanatory, descriptive and/ or directive 

information) this is known as a combination of information (Campbell, 2006). Research has 
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found that a combination of explanatory and descriptive and directional information, is more 

effective than any type of message on its own (Campbell et al., 2004). Therefore, the four 

studies which included a combination of all three types of information received higher WoE C 

ratings (Fleva 2015; Fleva, 2014; Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013). Tonnsen 

and Hahn (2016) and Campbell (2007) and used a combination two types of information 

(descriptive and explanatory) and received a medium WoE C rating, as this has been shown to 

be less effective than combining all three types of information (Campbell et al., 2004). 

2.4.5.4  Measures. A variety of measures were utilised to measure knowledge, 

behavioural intention and attitudes. Five studies implemented the Shared Activities 

Questionnaire (SAQ) (Fleva 2015; Fleva, 2014; Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 

2013; Campbell, 2007). The SAQ is a self-report scale, that evaluates a persons’ intentional 

behaviour in engaging in social, academic and recreational activities with a hypothetical 

autistic student. The SAQ has demonstrated excellent validity and reliability (Cronbach’s alpha 

= .92), which added to the WoE A scores to theses five studies. Tonnsen and Hahn (2016) 

measured students’ general attitudes towards autistic children using the Children’s Attitudes 

Towards Children with Handicaps Scale (CATCH), which is a 40 question self-report scale. 

The CATCH has good validity and reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .86 (Vignes, 2008), 

and supported Tonnsen and Hahns WoE A rating.  

Five studies also employed the Adjectives Checklist (ACL) to measure a students’ 

cognitive attitude by counting the number of negative and positive adjectives a student 

associates with a hypothetical autistic person (Tonnsen & Hahn, 2016; Fleva, 2014; Ranson & 

Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013; Campbell, 2007). The ACL has a high Cronbach’s 

alpha (0.91), which demonstrates a good internal consistency and construct validity (Siperstein, 

1980). Three studies measured students’ knowledge of autism. One study administered the 

Knowledge of Autism Questionnaire (Campbell, 2007), while two studies implemented the 
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Autism Awareness Survey (Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013;). Both of these 

questionnaires on knowledge are self-developed by the authors, and the reliability of these 

measures is not reported, which negatively impacted the WoE A of these studies.   

All six studies implemented multiple measures to assess attitudes, knowledge and 

behavioural intentions, therefore, each study scored highly in this sub-section of the WoE A. 

Each study acknowledged that self-report measures may lead to a social desirability bias. 

Tonnsen and Hahn (2016), was the only study to attempt to account for this social desirability 

bias, by including questions about how ‘others’ perceive autistic students. For this reason 

Tonnsen and Hahn (2016) scored the highest in this sub-section of the WoE A. Some studies 

used other measures that were not related to the focus of this study. None of the studies reported 

on the impacts of autism awareness interventions on autistic students in these schools. 

2.4.5.5  Outcomes. This review was primarily interested in assessing data on 

attitudes, behavioural intentions and knowledge. All six studies measured students’ attitudes 

and behavioural intentions towards a hypothetical autistic person. Three studies also measured 

students’ knowledge of autism (Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013; Campbell, 

2007;) and received a high WoE C rating. Two studies measured attitude and behavioural 

intentions, but did not measure students’ knowledge of autism and received a medium WoE C 

rating (Fleva, 2015; Fleva 2014). One study (Tonnsen & Hahn, 2016) only measured attitude, 

thus receiving a low WoE C rating.  

2.4.5.6  Findings. Table 5 summarises the findings of each study and their 

significance, in relation to attitude, knowledge and behavioural intentions. The effect size of 

each finding is also outlined, using eta squared or partial eta squared, where relevant. All six 

studies reported the statistical significance of the findings using p values. Five studies 

calculated the effect sizes of the findings and received a high WoE A rating (Tonnsen & Hahn, 

2016; Fleva 2015; Fleva, 2014; Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013). Three of 
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these studies calculated the effect size using eta squared (Tonnsen & Hahn, 2016; Fleva, 2015; 

Fleva, 2014). Two of the studies calculated effect sizes using partial eta squared (Ranson & 

Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013). Campbell (2007) did not calculate effect sizes and 

received a low WoE A rating, as effect sizes take the number of participants into account, when 

calculating clinical relevance of the findings.  

All studies that measured students’ knowledge of autism, found a statistically 

significant increase in students’ understanding of autism ((Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland 

& Byrne, 2013; Campbell, 2007). Six studies measured students’ attitudes towards hypothetical 

autistic classmates and five of these studies reported students’ had a more positive attitude 

towards hypothetical peers with autism after the intervention (Tonnsen & Hahn, 2016; Fleva 

2015; Fleva, 2014; Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013; Campbell, 2007). Fleva 

(2015), did not find any significant effects in attitudes towards autistic students. This may be 

due to limitation of the Asperger’s Syndrome Questionnaire, which was a self-developed tool 

to measure attitudes (Fleva, 2015). Outcomes were more varied regarding behavioural 

intentions. Two studies found no significant effect in behavioural intentions (Ranson & Byrne, 

2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013). In contrast, three studies reported that students had more 

favourable intentions to engage with hypothetical autistic peers after the intervention (Fleva, 

2015; Fleva, 2014; Campbell, 2007). 
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Table 5  

Findings and Effect Sizes 

Study and Effect Size 

 

Attitude Knowledge Behavioural 

Intention 

Campbell, 2007 More positive           

(p < .001)  

Increased                

(p < .05) 

More favourable     

(p = .001) 

Effect size not reported - - - 

Fleva, 2014 More positive     

(p = .001)  

Not measured More favourable     

(p = .001)  

Effect size: η2 η2 = .19 - η2 = .15 

 

Fleva, 2015 No significant 

effect (p = .9) 

Not measured More favourable    

(p = .05)  

Effect size: η2 

 

 

- - η2 = .009 

Ranson and Byrne, 

2014 

More positive    

(p = .05)  

Increased                

(p < .001)  

No significant effect 

(p = .44) 

Effect size: η2 

 

ηp2 = .07 ηp2 = .13 - 

 

Staniland and Byrne, 

2013 

More positive    

(p = .01)  

Increased.               

(p < .001)  

No significant effect 

(p = .37) 

Effect size: η2 

 

ηp2 = .17 ηp2 = .29 - 

 

Tonnsen and Hahn, 

2016 

More positive  

(p= .009) 

Not measured Not measured 

Effect size: η2 

 

η2 = .1 - - 

Note. Eta squared and partial eta squared are generally assigned the labels of small if η2= 0.01, 

medium if η2= 0.09 and large if η2 = 0.25. 

2.5 Conclusions and Implications  

2.5.1 Summary of the Review 

This systematic review analyses the evidence base of research on autism awareness 

interventions in second level education. More specifically, it evaluates the interventions’ 

effectiveness in improving students’ knowledge of autism, as well as their attitudes and 
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intentional behaviour towards autistic students. Considerable variations in intervention 

methods, quality and measures, contributes to the difficulty in drawing overall conclusions. 

Notably, only six studies met the inclusion criteria, which highlights the need for more high 

quality research on autism awareness interventions for secondary school students.  

 All studies reviewed consistently found that autism awareness interventions effectively 

improve at least one of the outcomes of knowledge, attitude or intentional behaviour. In 

addition, all studies that measured knowledge, found that students understanding of autism 

improved after the intervention (Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013; Campbell, 

2007). The majority of studies found that students’ attitudes towards hypothetical peers with 

autism also increased, though the effect size was small. There were more mixed findings in 

relation to behavioural intentions. Only three studies reported that peers displayed more 

willingness to interact with autistic students after the intervention. Although each of the 

interventions in this review varied in length and frequency, improvements in outcomes were 

found in each of the studies, which suggests that even once off autism awareness interventions 

may be sufficient to bring about some positive impacts on peers’ knowledge of autism and their 

attitudes and behavioural intentions towards autistic individuals. Ultimately, autism awareness 

interventions are designed to increase students understanding and acceptance of students with 

autism in schools. As the construct attitude is comprised of three dimensions, affective attitude, 

behavioural intention and knowledge, Hume and Campbell (2019) consider the outcomes of 

each of these dimensions to be paramount in evaluating the success of such an intervention. In 

addition, when multiple dimensions of attitude are measured it gives a more reliable outcome 

overall (Hume & Campbell, 2019). 

Each of the interventions were delivered using a combination of types of information 

(descriptive, directive and explanatory). Campbell (2007) found interventions that incorporated 

a combination of information led to students having more positive attitudes than students who 
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just received descriptive information alone. This is consistent with the research, which states 

that a combination of descriptive, directive and explanatory information is the most effective 

approach in changing students’ knowledge of autism and their attitudes and behavioural 

intentions towards autistic students (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2017). A variety of methods of 

delivering the autism awareness interventions were adopted in a number of these studies (video, 

blog, pamphlet, in-person workshop, guest speakers, online homework, class curriculum) and 

interventions ranged in length (from 1 to 6 sessions). Despite the differences in intervention 

designs, each of the studies incorporated a combination of information. Hence, a deduction 

from these findings is that a combination of information, enables the student to build 

understanding (explanatory), recognise similarities (descriptive) and gain confidence in 

interactions (directive) with autistic students.  

2.5.2 Limitations 

There are a number of limitations to the studies in this systematic literature review. 

Firstly, the quality of studies were very mixed. Only two of the studies had an experimental 

design that included both a control group and pre-intervention and post-intervention testing 

(Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013). Secondly, there is a paucity of studies 

which include follow up analysis of the intervention. Only one study conducted a follow up 

survey to assess whether these initial improvements were maintained. None of the studies 

included follow up interviews with students, to gain a more in-depth understanding of how the 

autism awareness intervention impacted students. Thirdly, and most importantly, none of the 

studies listened to the voice of the autistic students, to get a better understanding of how autism 

awareness interventions might impact autistic students and their experiences of school 

(Birnschein et al., 2021). 

2.5.3 Areas for Further Research 
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There is a need for more rigorous research to be carried out in autism awareness 

interventions in secondary schools, which includes a high quality experimental design with 

control groups, as well as pre-intervention and post-intervention testing. Researchers have 

expressed the need to understand how students can benefit from autism awareness trainings 

(Winchell et al., 2018; Rossetti, 2011). To achieve this, a mixed method approach may be 

considered in future research, whereby follow up interviews are conducted with students. One 

study conducted by Liow and colleagues (2019), did not meet the inclusion criteria (as it was 

not published in a peer reviewed journal). This study adopted a mixed-methods approach to 

investigate the impact of an autism awareness intervention in a school. This study included 

interviews with neurotypical adolescents after they participated in a neurodiversity awareness 

intervention, to see what aspects of the intervention they liked, however little other information 

from these interviews was included in the research paper. In addition, no information on the 

interview structure, questions or data analysis were reported which hinders the quality of the 

methodology (Liow et al., 2019). Further research could improve on this by using semi-

structured interviews with both autistic and their peers and by using a structured model of 

qualitative analysis for the interviews. This would enable researchers to gain further insights 

into the impacts the intervention may have on autistic students and their peers in their day to 

day lives in school.  

Furthermore, for studies to measure the impact of autism awareness interventions, it is 

paramount that autistic students are included in future research as their voices are critical to 

understanding their experiences (Milton, 2012; Humphrey & Parkinson, 2006;). This could be 

achieved in future research by conducting interviews with autistic students to explore their 

thoughts on educating their peers about autism and exploring the impacts of such an 

intervention from their perspectives. While the goal of these interventions is to make schools a 

more inclusive environment and foster greater acceptance of autistic students, it is 
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counterintuitive that the voices of autistic students have not been represented in the research 

thus far. Examining autistic student’s perspectives of autism awareness interventions in schools 

is particularly important as it relates directly to their school experience. In line with the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), it is essential that the views 

of young people are taken into account in all matters that affect them. Further research is needed 

to gain a greater understanding of how autism awareness interventions impact autistic students 

and to determine if interventions effect their interactions with peers in school.  

2.5.4 Implications for Practice 

The Wellbeing Policy and Framework for Practice, was published in Ireland in 2018 

(DoE). This document emphasises the importance of creating a whole school environment in 

which the wellbeing of all students is nurtured. As stated in the Autism Good Practice Guidance 

for Schools ‘a focus on wellbeing is particularly important for students with autism, as they 

have a heightened vulnerability to mental health difficulties which can impact on their 

participation in learning and in everyday activities’ (DoE, 2022, p. 31). Educational 

Psychologists (EPs) are uniquely positioned to build schools’ capacity to create a more 

inclusive environment for students with SEN, such as autistic students. EPs are ‘applied 

scientists, working across the social contexts of the child, the school and society’ (Passenger, 

2013, p. 21). Within the scientist-practitioner model, EPs can support schools to develop a 

more autism friendly environment, by implementing evidenced-based autism awareness 

interventions for all students in their schools. In the Irish context, the NCSE place a significant 

emphasis on creating inclusive environments for autistic students. This is demonstrated by the 

NCSE’s research ‘An Evaluation of Education Provision for Students with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder in Ireland’ (2016a) and policy guidelines ‘Supporting Students with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder in Schools’ (2016b). These policy guidelines document the importance of improving 

staff training in good autism practices in schools to support the inclusion of autistic students. 
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However, many of the approaches recommended in these guidelines refer to the academic 

inclusion of autistic students.  

As aforementioned, the social and emotional inclusion of autistic students is also of 

great significance (Gibb et al., 2007; Ainscow & Booth, 1998) and highly valued by parents 

(Wong et al., 2015; O’Connor, 2007) as well as autistic students (Goodall, 2020; Daniel & 

Billingsley, 2010). It is the role of the EP, schools and teachers to ensure that autistic students 

are being included academically, emotionally and socially. Great focus is currently being 

placed on improving teachers’ understanding of autism in Irish schools (DoE, 2020; NCSE, 

2016). As educational research and policies recommend more inclusive practices in schools, it 

is essential that the educational perspectives of autistic young people and their families are 

listened to (Hebron & Humphrey, 2014). Building on the foundation of good teacher training 

in autism, it is important to respond to autistic learners requests to increase their peers’ 

understanding of autism in order to create meaningful whole school inclusion (Goodall, 2020; 

Meyer & Ostrosky, 2014; Morewood et al., 2011). The recent publication of the Autism Good 

Practice Guidelines for Schools, has responded to the requests of autistic individuals (DoE, 

2022). It recommends that schools enhance the social inclusion of autistic students by 

increasing autism awareness amongst teachers and students (DoE, 2022). This provides school 

leaders with ideas to enhance a school’s vision for inclusion across the whole school 

community. 
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Chapter 3: Empirical Paper 

3.1 Introduction 

3.1.1 Inclusion of Autistic Students in an Irish Context 

In the Irish education system, there has been a great focus on the inclusion of autistic 

learners in mainstream schools and numerous reports and evaluations have been implemented 

to support their needs (DoE, 2020; Banks et al., 2016; Daly et al., 2016). These evaluations 

have generated recommendations to enhance the provisions and supports for autistic students 

in terms of their learning needs in schools. For example, the NCSE’s Evaluation of Autism 

Provision in Ireland’ outline the importance of tailoring the structure and content of lessons to 

the needs of autistic learners to enable them to access the teaching and learning in school (Daly 

et al., 2016). It also recommends that teachers, special needs assistants and bus escorts should 

receive training in autism, to ensure school staff can understand how to support the autistic 

young people in the school environment (Daly et al., 2016). These reports predominantly focus 

on the inclusion with regards to accessing the curriculum, supports in the learning environment 

and involvement in the mainstream setting (Daly et al., 2016; NCSE, 2011). However, the DoE 

emphasises the importance of fostering a holistic learning environment, which includes 

engagement in learning and nurtures students’ wellbeing (The Wellbeing Policy and 

Framework for Practice 2018-23 [DoE], 2018). Focusing on wellbeing is particularly important 

for autistic students as they have an increased vulnerability to mental health difficulties, which 

can negatively impact their participation in learning and daily activities (DoE, 2022).  

The Autism Good Practice Guidance for Schools is a unique document because it 

recognises the need to support autistic students holistically in the school environment (DoE, 

2022). It provides an in-depth toolkit for schools to support autistic students’ wellbeing, 

learning and participation in education, using both whole-school approaches and individualised 

supports (DoE, 2022). It has identified 8 key principles to support whole school inclusive 
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practice for autistic students which include, ethos, awareness, collaboration, identification, 

supports, environment, curriculum and evidence (DoE, 2022). The principle of “awareness”, 

highlights that best practice for supporting the inclusive provision for autistic students, involves 

promoting awareness and understanding of the strengths and needs of autistic students across 

the “entire” school community, including both school staff and students (DoE, 2022, p.37). 

The Autism Good Practice Guidance for Schools is Ireland’s first document to promote that 

both school staff and students should be involved in promoting whole-school social inclusion 

for autistic students (DoE, 2022). It recommends that to foster social inclusion for autistic 

students and reduce the risks of bullying, schools should implement ‘approaches that raise 

awareness of autism and develop mutual understanding and support between students with 

autism and their peers’ (DoE, 2022, p. 85). They recommend promoting understanding and 

acceptance of autism amongst students through autism awareness events, lunchtime clubs and 

peer mentoring programmes.  

3.1.2 An Inclusive School Environment 

 The Inclusive Education Framework describes inclusion as an ongoing process 

of responding to the diverse needs of all learners (NCSE, 2011). The framework promotes an 

inclusive whole-school approach as it allows all students to experience the greatest level of 

inclusion (NCSE, 2011).  It sets out that schools can foster a whole-school inclusion by creating 

understanding and appreciation of difference amongst the school community (NCSE, 2011). 

Similarly, Villa (2005) describes an inclusive school environment as one that embraces all 

learners, provides each child with a sense of belonging and appreciates that diversity and 

learning together enriches everyone. There are many components to inclusion such as, 

accessing the learning in school, one’s feeling of belonging in the school community and 

enjoying this experience. Ainscow and Sandill (2010) have argued that full inclusion should 

encompass social, emotional, and academic inclusion, as well as acceptance from both teachers 
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and peers. For the purpose of this research project, the definition of inclusion aligns with that 

of Gibb and colleagues (2007) and is described in the context of autistic students.  Inclusion 

encompasses the accommodation of an individual’s needs amongst school staff, promotion of 

acceptance and understanding of autism within the entire school community and fostering the 

individual’s sense of belonging in school and connection with others (Gibb et al., 2007).  

Academic inclusion, social inclusion and emotional inclusion are important factors in 

a learner’s experience in school (Gibb et al., 2007). Academic inclusion refers to a learner’s 

ability to access the curriculum and includes their own perception of their learning ability 

(Prince & Hadwin, 2013; Elbaum & Vaughn, 2003). Emotional inclusion and social inclusion 

are closely related constructs (Szumski & Karwowski, 2017). Emotional inclusion represents 

the young person’s sense of well-being in the school environment and social inclusion refers 

to their sense of connectedness with others in school (Stiefel et al., 2017; Scwab et al., 2013; 

Elbuam & Vaughn, 2003). A large body of research has found that feeling a sense of social 

connectedness and belonging in school, is positively correlated with a student’s academic 

engagement and attainment (Korpershoek et al., 2020; Reynolds et al., 2017; Pittman et al., 

2007). Hence, supporting a student’s social inclusion and sense of belonging supports their 

learning and academic inclusion.  

3.1.3 Social Inclusion and Peer Relationships 

In interviews with autistic adolescents, they articulated inclusion is less about the 

location (i.e., mainstream or special education) and more about the sense of belonging in school 

and their relationships with teachers and peers (Goodall, 2020). Social inclusion can be 

particularly challenging aspect of the school environment for autistic students (Bellini 2006; 

Browning et al., 2009). Studies have highlighted that autistic students can find it challenging 

to form friendships and are more likely to be bullied than other students (Marino et al., 2016; 

Hebron & Humphrey, 2014; Petrina et al., 2014; Sreckovic et al., 2014; Locke et al., 2010).   
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However, autistic individuals are not solely responsible for the barriers that can be 

experienced in social interactions, as mutual misunderstanding and social disconnection 

between autistic individuals and their peers can contribute to an interpersonal mismatch 

(Milton 2012). This is known as the ‘double empathy problem’, whereby both parties 

experience a lack of insight, which can impact autistic individuals and their peers when trying 

to socially understand and connect with one another (Milton, 2012). Student’s difficulties 

interpreting the perspectives of autistic individuals, is associated with more negative 

perceptions of autistic individuals (Alkhaldi et al., 2019; Heasman & Gillespie, 2018).   

This double empathy problem and lack of mutual understanding between autistic 

students and their peers and can hinder autistic student’s sense of belonging and acceptance in 

school (Miles et al., 2019). Research has indicated that autistic students who experienced 

victimization in school also experienced negative impacts on their self-esteem, mental health 

and relationships (Reid & Batten, 2006). In addition, peer victimisation has been flagged as a 

risk factor of self-harm and suicide for autistic young people (Serges & Rawana, 2014).  

In an effort to be accepted by others, some autistic individuals try and ‘fit into’ a 

neurotypical world and conform to mainstream social norms and minimise naturally autistic 

behaviours (Gates et al., 2017). This is known as ‘masking’ and can elevate autistic individual’s 

levels of stress and anxiety and does not solve the double empathy problem, as it does not 

address the negative perceptions of autism which some students may hold (Cage & Troxell-

Whitman, 2019; Hull et al., 2017; Whitehouse et al., 2009). As recommended in the Autism 

Good Practice Guidelines for Schools (DoE, 2022), one potential way in which schools can 

promote the social inclusion of autistic young people is by educating all students about autism 

through autism awareness interventions.  

3.1.4 Educating Students about Autism 
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Researchers have emphasised the need for classmates to better understand and accept 

their autistic peers (Meyer & Ostrosky, 2014) and the need to provide more autism awareness 

trainings for neurotypical peers (Winchell et al., 2018). The Saturation Model of Inclusion 

stresses the importance of extending an understanding of autism to peers of autistic learners, to 

create meaningful inclusion in a school community (Morewood et al., 2011). Fondelli and 

Rober (2017) conducted interviews with neurotypically developing secondary school students, 

who expressed they ‘don’t really understand (autism)’, and suggested that if autism was 

explained to them, this could create a better understanding for why autistic individuals may act 

differently (p.707). Carter et al. (2014) found that interventions that target peers’ knowledge 

and perceptions of autism are key in promoting positive relationships between autistic children 

and their peers. A systematic literature review was conducted to analyse the evidence base of 

research on autism awareness interventions in second level education. All studies reviewed 

consistently found that autism awareness interventions effectively improve at least one of the 

outcomes of knowledge, attitude or intentional behaviour (Tonnsen & Hahn, 2016; Fleva 2015; 

Fleva, 2014; Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013; Campbell, 2007). In addition, 

all studies that measured knowledge, found that students understanding of autism improved 

after the intervention (Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013; Campbell, 2007). 

However, this review highlighted many limitations to this body of research, which are 

discussed below. 

3.1.5 The relevance of this Study for Autistic Youth 

A limited body of research into autism awareness interventions exists in the context of 

secondary schools.  Secondary school can be particularly challenging stage for autistic 

adolescents as there is greater emphasis and complexity when it comes to peer relations (Mandy 

et al., 2016; Carter et al., 2014). Research has highlighted that in adolescence, autistic 
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individuals experience significantly elevated levels of loneliness and an increased need for 

belonging (Deckers et al., 2017; Laursen & Hartl, 2013).  

As illustrated in the systematic literature review, studies are largely quantitative in 

nature. Whilst quantitative studies provide authentic data, they are somewhat void of students’ 

voices and interpretations surrounding the observed effects (Shah & Pabel, 2020; Symons, 

2006). Combining findings from quantitative data with qualitative data enables elaboration, 

and enhancement of the results, compared to conducting quantitative research alone (Creswell, 

2013; Greene et al., 1989). Not only are autistic students best placed and uniquely positioned 

to provide feedback on an intervention that teaches their peers about autism, but they also have 

the right to be included in research that directly impacts them (Milton, 2012).  When reporting 

findings on student populations, their voices and opinions add great value and greater 

understanding of their experiences in educational settings (Halloran et al., 2014; Gonyea & 

Gangi, 2012). This is in line with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC), which states that the views of young people must be considered on every matter 

that affects them (1989). Humphrey and Parkinson (2006) substantiate this view, emphasising 

the importance of including the voices of autistic students regarding an educational intervention 

that directly impacts their school experiences. In accordance with this, qualitatively capturing 

autistic students’ and their peers’ first-hand experiences of the autism awareness intervention, 

has the potential to add meaningful value and understanding. 

3.1.6 Theoretical Framework 

  A theoretical framework provides a structure that guides research by basing 

explanations of phenomena on a formal theory that is well-established and coherent (Lederman 

& Lederman, 2015). A researcher’s selection of a theoretical framework reflects their beliefs 

and influences the design of the study and the research approach (Lysaght, 2011). In line with 

Lovitts (2005), the theoretical framework chosen for this research is appropriate, well 
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understood and meaningful to the context of the research questions (Lovitts, 2005). The current 

study adopts an ecological approach which posits there is a continuous interaction between an 

individual and their environment (Bronfenbrenner, 2006).  

Bronfenbrenner ecological system’s theory (1979) has been selected as the most 

appropriate framework to situate the research within as the study revolves around the beliefs 

and values of autistic individuals, their peers, their school and the education system. This theory 

has been widely implemented across psychological and educational research to analyse the 

layers of systems that influence an individual. For example, this framework was applied to the 

Growing up in Ireland research, to understand a range of factors in a child’s family and 

community can impact on their development (Greene et al., 2010).   

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory states there are reciprocal interactions 

within the layers of an individual’s ecological environment, which include the microsystem, 

mesosystem, exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem (2006) (Figure 3). These systemic 

layers are interconnected and bi-directional meaning that interactions within each system and 

between each system influence an individual’s development (Odom et al., 2004). 

Bronfenbrenner posits a person’s development is comprised of their relationship to the 

evolving ecological environment and the individual’s progressive capacity to discover, alter or 

restructure its properties (2006). In the context of the current research project, student’s 

understanding of autism could be impacted by a range of factors in their ecological 

environment, such as their familiarity with autistic individuals, their personal and family 

values, their friendship groups, school culture around inclusion and diversity. As well as the 

implementation of the Irish Government’s policy and practice guidelines in their school as it 

pertains to inclusion, autistic students and wellbeing and their awareness of movements in 

society, such as neurodiversity and accepting difference. 
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Figure 3  

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (2006) 

 

3.1.7 Rationale for the Current Study 

Studies have highlighted the potential benefits of educating peers about autism 

(Tonnsen & Hahn, 2016; Fleva 2015; Fleva, 2014; Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 

2013; Campbell, 2007). In addition, best practice guidance in Ireland and international 

research, such as the Saturation Model, have emphasised the importance of educating students 

about autism in schools as part of a whole school approach to fostering an inclusive school 

environment for autistic students (DoE, 2022; Morewood et al., 2011). The present research 

sought to explore the impacts of AsIAm’s Autism Awareness Workshop, which aims to 

educate peers about autism. The implementation of an autism awareness workshop impacts 

autistic students’ and their peers’ experiences in school. Therefore, it was important to capture 

the voices of both autistic students and their peers in this research, to understand their 
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perspectives of the intervention and their experiences of inclusion in school. In order to answer 

the research questions, the research adopted a mixed methods approach to integrate elements 

of both qualitative and quantitative research (Almalki, 2016). 

3.1.8 Outline of the Current Study  

The current research took place in an Irish mainstream secondary school with two 

autism classes. An autism awareness workshop was delivered to these students by the Training 

Manager/Education Officer in AsIAm. This individual has a Bachelor of Education, experience 

working as a primary school teacher and oversees the delivery of all of AsIAm’s training 

programmes for teachers, students and parents. AsIAm is Ireland’s national autism charity and 

offers supports around autism for children, young people, families, school staff, businesses, 

and communities. The content of the autism awareness workshop was designed by autistic and 

non-autistic individuals working in AsIAm, to educate secondary school students about autism.  

The content of the Autism Awareness Workshop was displayed using a PowerPoint 

presentation, which consisted of text, visuals and videos. The workshop began by eliciting what 

students already knew about autism by engaging in a quiz. A statement about autism was 

displayed on the screen and students responded with true or false answers. During this quiz, 

common misconceptions about autism were discussed and explained by the facilitator. For 

example, one statement read, “Autism is a learning disability”- which the correct answer was 

false. This facilitator explained to students what autism is and how it can impact students in 

the school environment. To explain sensory differences some autistic students may experience, 

the facilitator described examples of different ways in which the five senses can be impacted 

in the school environment. For example, in the lecture room where the workshop was being 

held, the facilitator drew the student’s attention to the hum of the projector, and how this noise 

can be very distracting or overwhelming to some autistic students who may be sensitive to 

sound and may make it difficult for some individuals to focus on what their teacher is saying.  
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Communication preferences were also discussed and helpful tips to use when 

interacting with an autistic person were explained. This section covered information processing 

time, body language and social cues. A pair activity was engaged in to help the students to 

understand the frustrations some autistic students may experience (such as non-speaking 

autistic individuals), when others cannot understand what they are communicating. In this 

activity pairs had to take turns communicating different sentences to each other e.g. “It’s cold, 

I need my coat”, without speaking. Videos were shown in which autistic adults talked about 

their experiences in school, the things the enjoyed and the things they found hard. Videos were 

also played from AsIAm’s YouTube channel entitled, “I Like Options Too” and “Don’t Judge 

Me”. The strengths of autistic people were also highlighted. Towards the end of the workshop, 

inclusive language was discussed and the ways in which the students can make their school n 

inclusive community.  

3.1.9 Aims of the Present Study 

This research examined pre- and post- intervention data on students’ understanding of 

autism, attitudes, and behavioural intentions towards autistic individuals as well as their 

perceptions of inclusion in school. A mixed methods approach was employed to generate a 

more comprehensive understanding into the impacts of autism awareness interventions on 

student in secondary schools. In line with Milton (2012), the voices of autistic students and 

their peers were represented throughout the data collection process. This research aimed to 

uncover the voices of autistic students and their peers, by utilising semi-structured interviews 

to explore their perspectives and experiences following their participation in the autism 

awareness workshop. From the systematic literature review, the following research questions 

emerged: 

Research Questions 
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1. What is the impact of AsIAm’s autism awareness workshop on student’s 

knowledge, attitudes and behavioural intentions towards autistic students? 

2. What are students’ perspectives of the autism awareness workshop? 

3. What are students’ perceptions of inclusion in school? 

3.2 Methods 

3.2.1 School Setting 

This research was set in a mainstream secondary school in Ireland, that had two autism 

classes. The school has a population of approximately 400 students, with approximately sixty 

students in each year. There are nine autistic students enrolled in the mainstream classes in the 

school and twelve autistic students enrolled in the autism classes, who each spend different 

proportions of their school day in the mainstream classes and the autism classes depending on 

their individual needs. In the school, the classrooms were spread across three floors, with the 

autism classes on the basement level and the mainstream classes were on the ground level and 

the first floor. Conducting the research in this specific school setting effects the generalisability 

of the study, thus the findings relate only to the student’s experiences in this school. 

3.2.2 Ethical Considerations 

Ethical approval for this research project was by the Mary Immaculate College 

Research Ethics Committee (MIREC) on the 23rd of February 2022 (See Appendix F). 

Informed parent/guardian consent was sought for their young person’s participation in the 

research. The assent of the young people was sought prior to the quantitative data collection 

(questionnaires) using digitally displayed information and consent forms. Mindful of potential 

differences in reading abilities, students had the option to click on an icon to listen to the 

information sheet being read out to them through their headphones. At the end of the 

questionnaire, participants indicated whether or not they would like to participate in follow-up 

interviews with the researcher (See Appendix G). Four autistic students volunteered to engage 
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in the semi-structured interviews and four peers of autistic students who volunteered were 

selected at random to participate. Prior to the interviews, these students were asked by a teacher 

if they would still like to engage in the individual interviews. At the beginning of the interviews 

the researcher explained the interview and data collection process, engaged in the informed 

assent process and the participants signed a consent form. During the interviews students were 

informed they had the opportunity to use a ‘take a break’ and/or ‘stop’ card at any point. A 

pseudonym was assigned to each participant to ensure confidentiality. All information sheets 

and consent and assent forms can be seen in Appendix H.  

3.2.3 Recruitment 

AsIAm advertised the opportunity for a mainstream secondary school to participate in 

the Autism awareness Workshop and this research project (Appendix I). Eleven schools 

expressed an interest in participating by emailing AsIAm. One school was selected at random 

to participate in the research by the researcher by using a random number generator. The school 

emailed a link to online consent form and information sheets to parents of all 1st and 2nd year 

students. Participants with parental consent were sent a link to the online information sheet and 

consent forms by the school. Overall, 64 students were recruited. However, due to students 

being absent or choosing not to participate in the research, 57 participated in the research. This 

sample size, although relatively small, is appropriate for the context of educational 

interventions and suitable in mixed-methods research (Clarke & Braun, 2021; Miles et al., 

2014).  

The experimental group comprised of 29 1st year students. The control group comprised 

of 28 2nd year. Of the 57 students that participated in the research, four were autistic, three of 

whom were enrolled in the mainstream classes, and one was enrolled in the autism class on a 

full-time basis. The remaining 53 students who participated in the research were peers of 

autistic students, To minimise disruption to their school timetable, 1st and 2nd year students 
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were kept separate during this research project, resulting in the year groups being in separate 

experimental and control groups. Participants who gave assent to take part in the research 

completed the online pre-intervention survey. 

3.2.4 Mixed Methods Approach 

A mixed methods approach is used to to best answer the research questions in this study 

(Almalki, 2016; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009), enabling a greater depth of understanding to be 

formulated than if just one approach was selected (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 

Complementarity of information provides opportunities for elaboration, and enhancement of 

the results from quantitative and qualitative data (Almalki, 2016). Using sequential mixed-

method research, allows initial stages to inform the subsequent stages (Creswell, 2013). A 

sequential mixed method design is commonly used in educational psychology research and 

enabled this research project to collect quantitative data as the basis on which to build and 

understand qualitative data (Almalki, 2016). A key benefit of a mixed methods approach is 

using quantitative and qualitative methods in conjunction, allows for a more comprehensive 

understanding of the research questions (Mertens, 2011).  

3.2.5 Procedure 

Consenting students in the experimental and control groups were allocated one class 

period to complete the pre-intervention questionnaire in the computer room in the school. The 

experimental group attended the one-hour autism awareness workshop. The week after the 

intervention, all participants completed the post-intervention survey (Appendix G). If students 

were absent for the post-intervention survey, active attempts were made by a teacher in the 

school to give these students the opportunity to complete this survey.  

At the end of the questionnaire, students expressed if they would be interested in 

participating in follow-up interviews with the researcher. Four autistic students expressed an 

interest in the interviews. Four volunteering peers of autistic students were then selected for 
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the interviews, using a random number generator, in order to have an equal number of 

participants in the interviews. Individual semi-structured interviews with students took place 6 

weeks after the initial intervention, to understand the impact of the intervention overtime. The 

in-person interviews lasted approximately forty minutes for each participant. The control group 

received the waitlist autism awareness workshop from AsIAm’s Education Officer, a month 

after the experimental group. The timeline for data collection and analysis illustrated in Figure 

4. 

Figure 4  

Illustration of the Timeline for Data Collection and Data Analysis 

 

3.2.6 Measures 

Four measures were combined into one questionnaire to measure students’ knowledge 

of autism, their attitudes and behavioural intentions towards autistic students. Students 

completed the same questionnaires pre- and post- intervention. The measures below were 

selected because they were most appropriate for the age of the participants (Campbell, 2008). 

To accommodate potential literacy differences, students had the option to listen to the 
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questions being read to them using an embedded speaker function in Microsoft Forms, and 

the school provided students with headphones (Appendix G). 

3.2.6.1  The Knowledge of Autism Questionnaire. The Knowledge of Autism 

Questionnaire (KOA) is designed to measure students’ knowledge of autism and their ability 

to identify misinformation about autism. It was designed by Campbell and Barger (2010) and 

is a 10-item scale. The scale gives participants 10 statements and participants are required to 

select whether the statement is true or false (e.g., True or False: ‘Autism does not affect a 

person’s brain’). The statements pertain to different aspects of autism, including the 

characteristics, communication, aetiology, transitions different ways autism may impact a 

student in school. The internal consistency for the KOA questionnaire is reported to be low, 

with a Cronbach’s alpha of .47, which authors attribute to the small number of items and 

dichotomous scoring (Campbell & Barger, 2010). This questionnaire was completed by 

participants to measure their understanding of autism, before and after attending the autism 

awareness intervention. 

3.2.6.2  The Adjective Checklist. The Adjective Checklist (ACL) measures the 

cognitive attitude a person holds towards young people with a disability (Siperstein 1980; 

Siperstein & Bak, 1977) and has been applied to measure adolescent’s attitudes towards autistic 

individuals in the school context (Ranson & Byrne, 2014). The ACL contains a list of 32 

adjectives, 16 of which are positive (e.g., honest) and 16 of which are negative (e.g., lazy). 

Participants were asked to select all the adjectives that describe autistic students and could pick 

as many as they liked. For each participant, the total number of negative adjectives they 

selected was subtracted from the total number of positive adjectives the selected, and the 

number 20 was added to this figure. This yields a total score for the ACL measure. Previous 

studies have found the ACL to demonstrate moderate to high internal consistency with 

Cronbach’s alphas ranging from .79 to .91 (Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Swain & Morgan, 2001; 
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Siperstein 1980). The ACL also has construct validity, as indicated by significant Pearson 

correlations with behavioural intention measures (.46 – Shared Activities Questionnaire, .67 - 

Activity Preference List, .76 – Foley Scale; Siperstein, 2006). This questionnaire was 

completed by participants in this study, to measure their attitudes towards autistic students 

before and after attending the autism awareness intervention. 

3.2.6.3  The Shared Activities Questionnaire- Revised. The Shared Activity 

Questionnaire was originally developed to measure the willingness of children to engage in 

different activities with autistic children (Morgan et al., 1996). The Shared Activities 

Questionnaire- Revised (SAQ-R) was revised to make it more suited to adolescents (Campbell, 

2008). It consists of 24 items which measure a young person’s intentions to interact with an 

autistic peer across three domains. This includes a general social domain (e.g., “sit next to them 

in class”, an academic domain (e.g., “do homework with them at home after school”) and a 

recreational domain (e.g., “Go to the cinema with them.”). The SAQ-R has demonstrated high 

internal consistency (Cronbach’s alphas of .92 - .94; Campbell, 2007). This questionnaire was 

completed by participants in this study, to understand their willingness to interact with autistic 

students before and after attending the autism awareness intervention. 

3.2.6.4  The Perception of Inclusion Questionnaire. The Perceptions of 

Inclusion Questionnaire (PIQ) is designed to measure the three dimensions of inclusion in 

school, which are social inclusion, emotional inclusion and academic self-concept and was 

developed by Venetz and colleagues (Venetz et al., 2015; Venetz et al 2014). The PIQ consist 

of 12 items on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from, “not at all true” to “certainly true”. Four 

questions correspond to each of the three constructs: academic self-concept, social inclusion 

and emotional inclusion. The PIQ demonstrates a high Cronbach’s alpha of .8 and above 

(Venetz et al., 2014). This questionnaire was completed by participants in this study, to 
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understand their perceptions of inclusion in their school before and after attending the autism 

awareness intervention. 

3.2.7 Piloting the Questionnaires  

Piloting questionnaires is recommended to check for issues with clarity, usability, 

validity and readability (Cohen et al., 2007). The questionnaires were piloted by 6 young people 

in 1st and 2nd year and their data was included in the research. The questionnaires were revised 

to reflect some considerations that arose from the piloting process. For example, some of the 

questionnaires were adapted to include person first language i.e., autistic person instead of 

person with autism. Additionally, one questionnaire referred to an amusement park which was 

in another country. This was changed to an Irish amusement park to keep align with the Irish 

context. The reliability of the questionnaires was measured using Cronbach’s Alpha and values 

above .7 are considered to be acceptable (Pallant, 2010). The Cronbach Alpha for each of the 

questionnaires was as follows; the Adjective Checklist was .779, the Shared Activities 

Questionnaire was .97, the Perception of Inclusion Questionnaire was .885 and the Knowledge 

of Autism Questionnaire was .530. Similar to the other studies that have used the Knowledge 

of Autism Questionnaire, this study also has a Cronbach’s Alpha that was below the acceptable 

range of 0.7 (Campbell, 2007). For measures with a small number of items, it is sometimes 

difficult to obtain a decent Cronbach’s Alpha (Pallant, 2013). An international literature review 

of autism knowledge assessment measures has highlighted the scarcity of measures with robust 

psychometric properties that are appropriate for the use with young people (Harrison the al., 

2017). This is a limitation of the current study, however, it was important to include a measure 

of knowledge as this is a key dimension when understanding students understanding of autism 

(Hume & Campbell, 2019).  

3.2.8 Semi-Structured Interviews  
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Interviews enable researchers to collect rich qualitative data, thus a deeper level of 

understanding of one’s perspective can be formed (Hamilton & Corbett-Whitter, 2012). Semi-

structured interviews were selected as an appropriate methodology, to allow for more in-depth 

discussions to take place with a small number of participants, following the autism awareness 

workshop (Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 2012). This method fosters opportunities for 

participants to express their views and insights into individual perspectives and experiences in 

a less restrictive format than quantitative data alone (Bryman, 2015; Krueger & Casey, 2014; 

Howitt, 2013; Kitzinger, 2005). Interview questions and general topics for discussion were 

prepared in advance, informed by the literature review and information gathered in the pre- and 

post- questionnaires (Galletta, 2013). This method facilitates the use of additional probes to be 

used flexibly during the interviews (Howitt, 2013). The semi-structured interviews are 

designed to yield a more complete picture than quantitative data alone (Galletta, 2013).  

One-to-one semi-structured interviews were employed so the researcher could 

accommodate the needs of each of the participants, being mindful of potential communication 

or emotional demands they may experience (Preece, 2002). A visual timer was used during the 

interview and pass, break and stop cards were available for participants to use as needed. 

Participatory methods following approaches used by Goodall (2018), were adopted to enable 

participants to express their perspectives and experiences through appropriate, accessible and 

hands-on activities explained below (Lundy & McEvoy, 2012).   

These interview activities form Goodall (2018) were adapted and applied to the current 

study to understand autistic students’ experiences in school, their perceptions of inclusion and 

their perspectives of the autism awareness workshop. The Beans and Cups Activity Statements 

was used to guide conversation. Goodall (2018) used 17 statements, but for this research, the 

most suitable 9 statements were used by the researcher. Participants chose ‘true’, ‘not true’ or 

‘unsure’ in response to 6 statements by placing a bean in one of three cups. These options were 



AUTISM AWARENESS FOR SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS 70 

visually supported with thumbs up, thumbs down and a question mark. Another activity which 

was adapted from Goodall (2018) included the Diamond Ranking Activity. This enabled 

students to rank the supportive aspects of school and also rank their potential worries about 

school. Statements are ranked from 1 (most important) to 9 (least important) and students 

ranked the items on the diamond as they related to their personal experiences. This activity was 

used to guide further discussions. Students also completed the Good Classmate Activity, where 

they could draw, write or verbally describe what an ideal classmate might be like. Additional 

questions were asked about their perspectives of inclusion and for their feedback on the autism 

awareness intervention. Further details on the interview schedule and pictures of the activities 

can be found in Appendix J. 

3.3 Data Analysis 

3.3.1 Quantitative Data 

Participant’s responses form the online survey were input into SPSS to analyse the 

quantitative data. All of the data was screened for normality of distribution. Each of the 

dependant variables met reasonably normal distribution, except for the Knowledge of Autism 

measure. The data for the Knowledge of Autism was negatively skewed, thus violating one of 

the assumptions of normality required for a two-way mixed ANOVA. However, there was no 

non-parametric equivalent analysis that could be conducted on SPSS (Pallant, 2013). Given the 

robustness of the ANOVA, it was decided to continue analysis with the two-way mixed 

ANOVA. If an interaction effect was found for any of the measures, follow-up analyses were 

undertaken, using one-way ANOVAs. They determined if there were any differences between 

the conditions at each time point and differences within the conditions at each time point (Field, 

2013). 

3.3.2 Qualitative Data Analysis  
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Following the semi-structured interviews, the qualitative interview data was transcribed 

by the author, into a Microsoft Word document for each participant (Figure 4 above illustrates 

the data collection and analysis timeline). Using the comment function in Microsoft word, the 

researcher coded and analysed each interview. Qualitative data analysis is an ongoing and 

emergent process that becomes more intensive as the research proceeds (Clarke & Braun, 2021; 

Mertens, 2019). Thematic analysis is a strategy that enables researchers to systematically 

identify and interpret patterns across data sets (Clarke & Braun, 2021; Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

Through Clarke and Braun’s six key phases of data analysis, the researcher moves back and 

forth between the stages is a recursive manner (2021). This approach is not tied to a specific 

epistemological stance or theoretical framework (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Inductive thematic 

analysis was selected as an appropriate form of analysis as it works well in mixed methods 

research, allowing flexibility and for the themes to emerge from the data (Clarke & Braun, 

2006).  

 Once the qualitative data was collected and transcribed, the researcher followed the 6 

key phases of Clarke and Braun’s thematic analysis (Table 6). In phase one, the interview 

transcripts were read and re-read to become familiar with the data of each participant. Early 

impressions were noted during this process. In phase two, inductive coding was implemented, 

which allowed the essence of the data to be generated in a bottom-up approach (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). A sample coded transcript can be found in Appendix K. The data was then 

grouped according to meaning and coded into smaller and more comprehensible sections in a 

codebook, which evolved throughout the 6 stages. An excerpt of the codebook can be found in 

Appendix L. The data was analysed in accordance with the research questions. Phase three 

consisted of examining the codes and arranging them into themes that were emerging. These 

themes described a specific aspect about the data and related back to the research questions. 

The themes were categorised inductively, under the headings peer dynamics, feedback on the 
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workshop, impacts of the workshop and inclusion. During phase four, the themes were 

inspected to ensure they were coherent with the research questions and that they were true to 

and derived from the data. The fifth phase was centred around refining the final iteration of the 

themes to reflect the essence of each theme (Clarke & Braun, 2021). Phase six tied all the 

phases together by writing up the findings of the thematic analysis.  

Table 6  

Thematic Analysis Process (Braun & Clarke, 2006) 

Six Phases of Thematic Analysis  

Phase 1: Familiarisation with the Data 

The researcher immerses themselves in the data through processes of reading and re-reading, 

listening, and re-listening to the audio-recording and commenting their initial observations. 

Phase 2: Coding 

The researcher generates concise labels known as codes, that identify important features of 

the data as it relates to the research questions. The research questions guide the analytic 

process and ensure codes encapsulate the sematic and conceptual aspects of the data. This 

phase ends by compiling the codes and data extracts.  

Phase 3: Searching for Themes 

A theme is defined as a meaningful and coherent collection of data that forms a pattern and 

relates to the research questions. During this phase the researcher actively constructed the 

themes that emerge from the data. This phase is complete when all the coded data is compiled 

in accordance with the relevant theme. 

Phase 4: Reviewing Themes 

The researcher ensures that the themes are coherent in relation to the coded extracts and in 

terms of the entire data set. The researcher reflects on the completeness of themes, and 

whether they tell a compelling story about the data. The nature of each of the themes can be 

described as well as the relationship between the collection of themes. 

 Phase 5: Defining the Themes 

The researcher constructs a detailed analysis for each of the themes, pinpoints the nature of 

each theme and writes a brief and informative name for the themes. 

Phase 6: Writing Up 

During this phase the researcher weaves together data extracts and analytic narrative to 

present a coherent and persuasive story to the reader about the data, while contextualising it 

in the relevant literature. 
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3.3.3 Merging of Data Sets 

By using a mixed methodology, this enabled the quantitative and qualitative data sets 

to become connected and interwoven to optimise the strengths of each approach and reduce the 

limitations inherent in each approach (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). This research combined 

the data by analysing the quantitative data first and using this information to inform the semi-

structured interviews. In this study, the pre- and post- questionnaires and the semi-structured 

interviews were merged. The results section reports the quantitative and qualitative data 

separately. While these findings are intertwined in the discussion section. 

3.4 Results 

3.4.1 Quantitative Data Results  

Pre- and Post- intervention data was collected from 57 participants in the control and 

experimental groups. The results below give an outline of the descriptive statistics and 

analyse the impact on the autism awareness workshop across each of the following measures: 

knowledge of autism, attitudes and behavioural intentions towards autistic individuals and 

perceptions of inclusion.  

3.4.1.1  Descriptive Statistics. A total of 57 participants completed the pre- and 

post- intervention questionnaires and attended the autism awareness workshop. Participants 

ranged in age from 12 to 14, with a mean age of 13.3 years (54% males and 46% females). 28 

participants were in 1st year and 29 participants were in 2nd year. 97% of participants reported 

they had heard of autism prior to the study. 

3.4.1.2  Intervention Effects on Dependant Variables. The means and 

standard deviations of scores on the KOA, ACL, SAQ-R and PIQ at pre-intervention and post-

intervention are presented in Table 7. The p value was deemed statistically significant at p<0.05 

(Greenland et al., 2016). There were no significant differences between the control and 

experimental groups at pre-test for knowledge of autism F(1, 55) = 1.529, p=.222, attitudes 
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towards autistic students F(1, 55) = .009, p=.923, behavioural intentions towards autistic 

students F(1, 55) = .206, p=.652, and for perceptions of inclusion F(1, 55) = .094, p=.716. 

Table 7  

Means and Standard Deviations of dependant Variable Scores 

Name of Test Knowledge of 

Autism 

(KOA) 

Attitude 

Checklist (ACL) 

Shared Activity 

Questionnaire- 

Revised  

(SAQ-R) 

Perception of 

Inclusion 

Questionnaire 

(PIQ) 

Construct 

Measured 

Knowledge of 

autism 

Attitudes 

towards autistic 

individuals 

Behavioural 

intentions towards 

autistic student 

Perception of 

inclusion 

 Exp. Control Exp. Control Exp. Control Exp. Control 

Mean Time 1 7.4 7.9 25.5 25.6 96.4 98.6 35.4 34.8 

Mean Time 2 8.1 7.7 27.4 25.1 103.5 97.8 37.36 33.6 

SD Time 1 1.32 1.33 5.21 4.22 19.08 18.6 6.6 6.48 

SD Time 2 1.23 1.51 4.68 4.51 15.72 18.58 6.9 7.19 

Note. Exp. = Experimental Group. 

3.4.1.3  Knowledge of Autism. The two-way mixed ANOVA showed a 

statistically significant interaction between the intervention and time on knowledge of autism, 

F(1, 55) = 4.160, p=.046, partial η2 =.07. Follow-up one-way ANOVAs revealed statistically 

significant differences across time for the experimental group, F(1, 27) = 4.293, p=.048, but 

not for the control group, F(1, 28) = .356, p=.556.  

3.4.1.4  Attitude Checklist. The two-way mixed ANOVA showed a statistically 

significant interaction between the intervention and time on attitudes towards autistic 

individuals, F(1, 55) = 5.38, p=.024, partial η2 =.089. Follow-up one-way ANOVAs revealed 

statistically significant differences across time for the intervention group,  F(1, 27) = 5.085, 

p=.032, but not for the control group, F(1, 28) = .654, p=.425.  

3.4.1.5  Shared Activities Questionnaire. The two-way mixed ANOVA 

showed a statistically significant interaction between the intervention and time on behavioural 
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intentions, F(1, 55) = 5.724, p=.02, partial η2 =.094. Follow-up one-way ANOVAs revealed 

statistically significant differences across time for the intervention group, F(1, 27) = 5.802, 

p=.023, but not for the control group, F(1, 28) = .257, p=.616.  

3.4.1.6  Perceptions of Inclusion. The two-way mixed ANOVA showed a 

statistically significant interaction between the intervention and time on perceptions of 

inclusion, F(1, 55) = 5.08, p=.028, partial η2 =.085. Follow-up one-way ANOVAs revealed 

there was no statistically significant differences across time for the intervention group, F(1, 27) 

= 2.864, p=.102, nor for the control group, F(1, 28) = 2.221, p=.147.   
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3.4.2 Qualitative Results 

The qualitative data was derived from semi-structured interviews with 4 autistic 

students and 4 peers of autistic students. Demographic information about these participants is 

included in Table 8. For clarity in the results section, quotes from autistic students are in blue 

font and quotes from peers of autistic students are in green font. Pseudonyms are used for 

each of the participants in the semi-structured interviews, as shown in the table below.  

Table 8  

Demographics of Participants in the Interviews 

Pseudonym Autistic Student 

or  

Peer of Autistic 

Student 

Year Enrolment Familiarity with Autistic 

People 

Tom Autistic young 

person 

1st Year Mainstream Has autistic friends and 

classmates 

 

Dave Autistic young 

person 

1st Year Mainstream Has autistic friends and 

classmates 

 

Tara Autistic young 

person 

1st Year Mainstream Has autistic friends, 

classmates and brother 

 

Liam Autistic young 

person 

2nd Year Special 

Class 

Has autistic friends and 

classmates 

 

Rita Peer  2nd Year Mainstream Has an autistic friend 

outside of school and an 

autistic classmate enrolled 

in special class. 

Sarah Peer  2nd Year Mainstream Has an autistic cousin and 

an autistic classmate 

enrolled in special class. 

Noah Peer  1st Year Mainstream Has autistic friends and 

classmates. 

 

Lisa Peer  1st Year Mainstream Has autistic friends and 

classmates. 
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The findings from the qualitative data analysis are outlined in this section. A large 

proportion of the illustrative data from the autistic students was elicited through the use of the 

Beans and Cups Activity, the Diamond Ranking Activity, the Good Classmate Activity and 

follow-up probes based on these activities (Appendix J). The themes and subthemes are 

presented in the thematic map in Figure 5 and discussed below.  

Figure 5  

Thematic Map 

 
 

3.4.2.1  Peer Dynamics. 

 This theme is centred around the autistic students’ experiences with their peers and 

friends in school. Their relationships with peers were further conceptualised into the 

subthemes, Difficulty Navigating Peer Relationships and Valuing Friendships. Under these 

sub-themes, the worries and challenging aspects of peer relations are discussed by autistic 

students, as well as the benefits and happiness they have found in their peer relationships and 

friendships in school. By understanding the peer dynamics these autistic students experience, 

it is intended that this sets the scene and contextualises the subsequent themes for the reader. 
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3.4.2.1.1  Difficulties Navigating Peer Relationships. The autistic students 

interviewed described some of the challenges they experienced regarding their peers. They 

described how complex it can be to form and maintain relationships with their peers.  

“Social activity and kind of groups of people, even individuals in general can be very 

difficult to handle, and understand, like, what they think of me. […] It's very difficult to 

be able to like, keep friendships, make friendships, handle other people, and, like, the 

way they act.” (Tom – autistic young person).  

In the Diamond Ranking Activity, three out of the four autistic students ranked their 

peers in their top 3 sources of worry in school. This is illustrated in Dave’s Diamond Ranking 

Activity below (Figure 6), where he ranked his peers as his 3rd biggest worry in school, and 

being bullied by his peers in school is his greatest source of worry. 

Figure 6  

Dave’s Diamond Ranking Activity for School Worries 
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Not only did autistic students find it difficult to understand their peers, but they also 

reported feeling misunderstood by their peers. The difficulty in understanding one another 

seemed bi-directional. 

 “Feeling misunderstood, it's like looking at a one way mirror because you're looking 

at someone you're trying to communicate with them, but all their seeing is something else. […] 

It's trying to breakthrough that solid ice barrier between the person and you, but you just can't. 

It's so difficult and so frustrating and it's just very annoying” (Tara- autistic young person).  

This autistic student described how she experiences the double empathy problem and the lack 

of understanding as a physical barrier that hinders communication, making it difficult to 

interact effectively with peers and causes frustration.  

 For autistic students, the way their peers treated them was a source of worry. For some 

autistic students this was because of negative social experiences they had encountered. 

“There's one or two people in my class who would be quite unnecessarily mean to me” (Tom 

– autistic young person). For others they had fear of being rejected or bullied by their peers. 

One student, when asked if he had experienced bullying in school he replied,  

“Not yet, but I'm worried that it will happen” (Dave – autistic young person). The 

misunderstanding that autistic students face, combined with their negative social experiences 

and fears of rejection, can hinder their relationships with peers. 

3.4.2.1.2 Valuing Friendships. Even though peer relationships were described as 

challenging, autistic students valued the support they received from their friends in school. 

“Well my friends, they helped me feel supported because, if I'm feeling upset or a little angry, 

we normally chat it out and enjoy lunch” (Tara – autistic young person). When they have 

difficulties, their friends act as a source of comfort for them. Their friends include them in 

group activities in school and help them when needed with schoolwork “Well, friends can help 
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you in many ways like they can help you with your studies and choose you for like basketball 

or something” (Dave- autistic young person). 

It was not just non-autistic peers that autistic students formed positive relationships 

with, other autistic students were also a great source of companionship. Three out of the four 

autistic students rated ‘having autistic peers I can talk to’ in their top 4 supports in school. This 

is illustrated below in Tom’s Diamond Ranking Activity, where he ranked having autistic peers 

to talk to as his 3rd most important support in school (Figure 7). 

Figure 7  

Tom’s Diamond Ranking Activity for School Supports 

 

 For one student that spends his whole school day in the autism class, he described how 

this is his first time he has been able to form friendships with his peers, and he feels he has a 

lot in common with his autistic friends. “It is kind of good when they're [friends are] autistic, 

like they’ve a little bit better, kind of understanding a little bit of a more similar experience” 

(Liam- autistic young person). Meeting other autistic students offered opportunities for 

connection and they could relate with one another and feel understood. “She's really fun. She 

gets me” (Tara – autistic young person). She also described how meeting another autistic girl 
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helped her feel validated. “It helps me to know that I'm not alone” (Tara – autistic young 

person). 

Although only one student interviewed was enrolled in the autism class, each of the  

autistic students described how they enjoyed meeting other autistic peers in the autism class. 

“In this school it has a place [autism class] where all the people who have the ability 

[autism]… go where they can be understood and heard from” (Dave – autistic young person). 

In the autism class the students seemed to feel understood, listened to and valued.  

3.4.2.2  Feedback on the Autism Awareness Workshop. 

 In this theme, the autistic students and their peers gave positive feedback and 

constructive criticism on the autism awareness workshop they attended. They also discussed 

the implications of raising awareness about autism in their school. The subthemes include, 

Impressions of the Workshop, Raising Awareness about Autism in School and Elements of 

Autism Awareness that could be Improved. In this section the findings and data illustrations 

of autistic students and their peers are weaved together.  

3.4.2.2.1 Impressions of the Workshop. When reflecting on the autism awareness 

workshop, each of the autistic young people and their peers interviewed, identified benefits of 

having the autism awareness workshop in their school. Liam noted liked that the workshop 

raised awareness about the autism spectrum in general, and that the workshop did not refer to 

any individual students in the school. “I think it's beneficial…it’s such a spectrum, it's not like 

they are learning about me in particular. They are more learning about something that exists 

so, it’s not a problem” (Liam – autistic young person). The students also liked the positive 

perspective of autism that is portrayed in the workshop and that the workshop facilitator “used 

positive language” (Tom – autistic young person). This sentiment was also expressed by a 

number of peers who attended the workshop, “they didn’t use the workshop to show how 
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unfortunate it is to have autism, or anything like that … I think they used it in a good way to 

show that autism is not supposed to be something that’s negative” (Lisa- peer).  

Students acknowledged how the length of the 1-hour workshop was very appropriate 

“it was good for other students because it was relatively short for the topic” (Tom –autistic 

young person). The workshop had a variety of activities for students to participate in, which 

helped them become actively engaged and sustain their attention during the workshop. “I think 

it was good the way that was it was laid out and like how we did activities, so we didn’t get 

bored.” (Sarah – peer). There was one activity in particular that stood out to the students as 

enjoyable which was the “true or false game” (Rita – peer), noting “it was actually very 

informative and we really liked … the quiz, that was fun.” (Noah – peer). Most of the peers 

found the workshop to be “really educating” (Sarah – peer).  

3.4.2.2.2 Raising Awareness about Autism in School. Each of the autistic 

students thought it was important for their peers to learn about autism in school. Many of the 

autistic students believed that this would help peers to better informed and thus less 

judgemental towards autistic classmates and understand they all have a lot in common peers.  

“If people understand something, they'll be able to make a much more informed 

decisions, and I hope most people when informed about autism could make the 

judgment that is that autistic people, like myself are very similar like to other people, 

but there's only a few difficulties. Like overall, autism is mostly just difficulties with 

social abilities” (Tom -autistic young person). 

Being seen and “treated as a normal person” (Liam – autistic young person), and not 

stigmatised by their diagnosis, was echoed by each of the autistic students. “It could like help 

more people in understanding how this ability is not a disability, but rather an ability you 

have… accepting them, even though they have this ability, they're still the same person as 

themselves” (Dave – autistic young person). Another student emphasised the importance of 
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fostering an accepting school environment for autistic students, because autism is not 

something they can change, but attitudes towards autistic people can change. “I think it's good 

that more schools are promoting awareness and acceptance because you can't really change 

someone with autism….You can't change who they are. The only thing you can't do is accept 

them for who they are” (Tara – autistic young person). 

Each of the peers also thought it was good that they got the opportunity to learn about 

autism in school. One student felt that many autistic students could have previously 

experienced being judged by others for acting differently. “Probably a lot of autistic students 

have delt with certain views they didn’t need to when they were feeling overwhelmed” (Lisa – 

peer). She emphasised the importance of supporting students to engage with autistic classmates 

so they could be respected by their peers. ”Students could learn how to interreact with autistic 

people and they would be treated just like anybody else, with respect” (Lisa – peer). 

3.4.2.2.3  Elements of Autism Awareness that could be Improved. Students had 

some ideas on improving the workshop. Many of the autistic students and their peers thought 

it would be beneficial for more students in their school could attend the autism awareness 

workshop. “I wish people would learn more about autism” (Tara- autistic young person). Some 

of the peers also noted it would be beneficial to learn about autism first-hand from an autistic 

individual to understand their personal point of view. “Bring in some people with autism and 

for them to talk about their experiences” (Noah- peer). Or alternatively, to listen to the 

perspective of a relative of an autistic young person, as they would also be able to share 

valuable insights. “Someone that knows someone that has it [autism] because they’re educated 

[about autism], but like an outsider’s point of view.” (Sarah- peer). 

One student on the autism spectrum felt the workshop talked about autism from an 

identity first language too much of the time. She explained that she prefers to use person first 

language and she would have liked this perspective to be reflected in the workshop. “There 
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was one problem with the presentation. Some people don't like to be referred to as autistic 

people. Sometimes they want to be put first instead of the special needs like people with autism, 

not autistic people” (Tara). 

When looking at autism awareness in their own school, two students suggested they 

would like to “have an autism awareness day” (Sarah- peer) in school, where students could 

celebrate autism and create fun activities for autistic students and their peers to engage in 

together.  

Some autistic students, expressed areas of caution when raising awareness about autism 

in the school context. Two of the autistic young people expressed concerns about bullying. One 

feared that some students could use information about autistic people to bully them more.  

“There could be quite a lot of students that just used it as a way to know how to kind of 

bully students easier because they knew certain things that might be weak spots of theirs 

[...].That's just how a lot of people are” (Tom- autistic young person).  

Although none of the autistic students in this study reported any negative interactions with 

peers since the workshop, it is still an important factor to consider. Another autistic student 

highlighted that schools should not use an autism awareness workshop to stop bullying, 

bullying is a very serious issue that should be dealt with by the school. “If the child is a bully, 

going to an autism workshop is not really going to change them from being a bully. Like 

because like there's other issues that are causing that” (Liam – autistic young person).  

While the autistic students in this study were all happy for their peers to learn about 

autism, two students identified that might not be the case for all autistic students and that some 

autistic students might fear they could be treated differently or be embarrassed that their peers 

are learning about autism. “They might have felt a bit pressured, knowing that other people 

might think that they have autism and they might think that they might get treated differently 

for it” (Lisa- peer).  
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Of note, many of the students felt that this school was very inclusive and the students 

were mostly very kind. One autistic student highlighted that perhaps not every school would 

have the same positive response to educating students about autism. “Luckily, like this school 

seems oddly, generally kind, but that's not going to apply to every school. It’s not going to 

apply to every school community” (Liam- autistic young person).  

3.4.2.3  Impacts of the Workshop 

 This theme encapsulates the affects of the autism awareness workshop from the 

perspectives of autistic students and their peers. The subthemes in this section include 

Knowledge of Autism, Attitudes towards Autistic Students and Behaviours and Intentions. 

For clarity, peers perspectives of the impacts of the workshop and autistic students’ 

perspectives of the impacts of the workshop are discussed in separate paragraphs under each 

of the subthemes. This is intended to aid the readers understanding of the views of autistic 

students as a collective and the views of their peers as a collective.  

3.4.2.3.1  Knowledge of Autism: Peers’ Perspectives. Each of the peers identified 

new information they learned about autism during the workshop. They felt the workshop 

broadened their understanding of how each autistic person is unique. “ I learned a lot of stuff I 

didn't know. I didn’t know that like there’s lots of different like, autistic variables” (Sarah – 

peer).  

Some peers of autistic students were aware that their perception of autism had changed 

since the workshop. One participant described how she thought it was a learning disability 

before the workshop, whereas now she no longer has this misconception. “I see it [autism] a 

bit differently now, not more like a learning disability, but more like, autistic people just see 

the world differently.” (Rita – peer).  

Learning about the autism spectrum, provided students with an understanding of 

diverse autistic individuals are. “I realised that I kind of knew briefly that there was a spectrum, 
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but it's a much bigger spectrum than I kind of anticipated” (Noah- peer). The peers reflected 

that the workshop gave them the opportunity to step into the shoes of an autistic student and 

better understand their school experience. “I kind of got to see like on the inside, what someone 

with autism might think.” (Lisa – peer). Many of the peers gained a greater understanding of 

how some autistic individuals process sensory information. “Sensory processing, some autistic 

people see things differently than we do and they can be more sensitive to like noise and sound 

and sight” (Rita – peer). Another peer recognised that they could adapt their volume when 

talking if was the environment was too noisy. 

“There might be a bit too much noise. Like I'm a very loud person when I talk to my 

friends, and that's probably not the right thing to do (smiles), but I realize that just kind 

of change the way I talk a bit and that can help” (Noah- peer).  

Most peers felt they were more informed on how to help autistic students, due to their new 

understanding the sensory differences that autistic individuals experience.  

3.4.2.3.2  Knowledge of Autism: Perspectives of Autistic Students. The autistic 

students shared what they perceived their peers had learned in the workshop. One individual 

thought the workshop enabled his peers to have a better understanding of autistic students. 

“Neurotypical people within the school, would have kind of understood their neurodivergent 

classmates better” (Tom – autistic young person). Following the workshop, another autistic 

student noticed one of her classmates no longer held a misconception that only boys were 

autistic. She recalled what her classmate said after the workshop. “I got someone who said that, 

‘Oh yeah, I thought autism was just for boys, but girls can have it too’”(Tara – autistic young 

person).  

Interestingly, each of the autistic young people who attended the workshop also found 

that they learned more about autism. “I learned more about how other people are like me and 

how they experience autism and their abilities” (Dave – autistic young person). This autistic 
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student described the sense of connection he felt that there are others like him and he could 

recognise some similarities between his experiences and that of other autistic individuals. The 

autistic students who attended the workshop expressed they learned more accurate information 

about autism in general, and they were also able to relate some of the information to their 

individual experiences. One autistic student, who had a number of diagnoses, described how 

she learned about a misconception she had about autism in the true or false game. “I did learn 

a few points … A learning disability was false. I didn't know that. I thought it was a learning 

disability because I have dyslexia and dyspraxia all in one” (Tara – autistic young person). 

Having  multiple diagnoses, the autism awareness workshop helped her to understand which 

of her characteristics were associated with autism. 

 The autism awareness workshop seemed to give autistic students the opportunity to 

“understand yourself better” (Tom -autistic young person). They articulated how the workshop 

promoted a positive sense of self. “I learned that I can accept my ability no matter what it is” 

(Dave – autistic young person).  

3.4.2.3.3  Attitudes towards Autistic Students: Perspectives of Autistic Students. 

Most of the autistic students interviewed noticed some changes in their peers’ attitudes towards 

them since the workshop. The autistic students described how a few of their classmates were 

now more aware and considerate of their needs. 

“A few people would have taken it on board and then would have understood me better 

in the long ways and being much nicer - not much nicer - but a bit nicer to me. Kind of 

like understanding of my needs and being a bit more able to help” (Tom – autistic 

young person).  

This young person had a sense that a small number of his classmates have been slightly kinder 

to him and seemed more willing to help him since the workshop. One autistic young person 

explained that she had a fight with someone in her class a few months ago, and since the 
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workshop she noticed this person was not ignoring her any more. “They started talking to me 

more after the workshop. […] I think they understood more about how autism isn't just one 

type of autism.” (Tara – autistic young person). 

Tara noticed a change in one classmates’ attitude towards her since the workshop, Tom 

noticed a small change in a few of his classmates attitudes, while Dave felt like all of his 

classmates attitudes had changed since the workshop. Dave described how he felt fully 

accepted by his classmates now and that they do not make fun of autism because they are more 

aware of how it can impact people now. “Now they accept everything about me … they don't 

treat it like a joke, they take it real serious” (Dave – autistic young person). He was conscious 

that others can find it difficult to understand what he is trying to say. However, since the 

workshop he felt that students value what he has to say and are more patient and understanding 

when he speaks. “They now care about what I have to say and how I say it, and they don't care 

if I screw up, it doesn't matter because they know what I'm trying to say” (Dave – autistic young 

person). He described feeling less pressure now if his speech was not as clear as he hoped, 

because his peers listened more attentively to what he is trying to communicate.  

In contrast to Tara, Tom and Dave, each of whom spend most to all of their school day 

in the mainstream classes, Liam had not noticed any change in his peers’ attitudes towards 

autism. Around the time the research was being conducted, Liam was spending the whole 

school day in the autism class. He wondered if he may not have noticed changes in his peers’ 

attitudes due to his limited interaction with students in the mainstream classes. “I don't think it 

changed anything for me. Again, I’ve had such little interaction” (Liam – autistic young 

person). 

3.4.2.3.4 Attitudes Towards Autistic Students: Peers’ Perspectives. All of the 

peers, identified some changes in their own attitudes towards autistic peers. They described 

how this change in perspective helped them to understand the reasons why autistic peers may 
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feel overwhelmed in the school environment. Due to a better understanding of autism, they felt 

less judgemental and more respectful towards autistic peers.   

“Like you’d know more about them, you wouldn't like just judge them …  I wouldn't just 

like look at them and be like, ‘oh that’s someone with autism’. I’d look at them and be 

like, I don’t know. I’d see them from a different point of view. I wouldn't just see them 

as like autism. Like if you get to know them … they’re actually like so nice” (Sarah – 

peer).  

This student described how the workshop taught her that if you know someone is autistic, this 

doesn’t mean you know them, she was more interested in getting to know the individual and 

their personality.  

The peers felt that they were more accepting of autistic people and more accepting of 

differences in general, since the workshop. “They understand that everyone is different in 

certain ways, after doing the workshop” (Noah – peer).  

Each of the peers expressed feeling more empathetic towards autistic students after the 

workshop and they were better able to “respect other people more, yeah and like understand 

what they [autistic students] are going through” (Rita- peer). Following the workshop, peers 

expressed feeling compassion for autistic students, particularly if they were experiencing a 

difficult time in school.  

“If someone who is autistic is having a meltdown, I could try help them in a way, 

because of the workshop. Or just like be able to comfort them if they have a meltdown 

or …  a sensory overload, I could help them or like comfort them” (Lisa – peer). 

Understanding some of the reasons an autistic person may feel overwhelmed in school, sparked 

a caring role in some of the peers. 

3.4.2.3.5  Behaviours and Intentions: Autistic Student’s Perspectives. Three out 

of the four autistic students noticed some changes in their peers’ behaviours towards them. 
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Some of the autistic students described slight positive changes in the way their peers acted 

towards them. The students drew a connection between some peers’ understanding of autism, 

and the changes in their behaviours. Some of autistic students noticed their peers interacted 

with them and spoke to them in more considerate and respectful ways. “Through their actions 

and words they would have a better grasp of what it's like for me and they would be able to 

[…] be more respectful and polite towards me, without upsetting me as much” (Tom-autistic 

young person). This suggests the autistic students perceived their peers gained a deeper 

understanding of what school can be like for autistic individuals and were more mindful of 

things they could do support their autistic peers.  

One of the autistic students felt his peers sometimes had difficulty understanding what 

he is trying to communicate. Since the workshop he felt his peers were making more of an 

effort to listen to him. “They understand what I'm trying to say, and sometimes it might get 

through, but other times it can't” (Dave – autistic young person).  

Half of the autistic students perceived a change in some of their peers’ behaviours 

towards them. One autistic student noticed a change in the way one peer interacted with her, a 

peer with whom she previously had a fight with, and had been avoiding for a few weeks prior 

to the workshop. Since the workshop, their interactions have increased. “The guy I had a fight 

with, he is OK now. He kind of talks to me more” (Tara – autistic young person). 

Two of the autistic students felt that their peers were more open and comfortable to talk 

about autism since the workshop. It was no longer a topic that was avoided, but the school 

environment had become an inviting setting for students to talk about autism with more 

curiosity, and the autistic students welcomed this. “They weren't really talkative about it 

[autism], but now they all are” (Dave – autistic young person). 
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Notably, the autistic students felt their friends had always been inclusive of them and 

the autism awareness workshop did not change their friends interactions. “My friends don’t 

treat me any differently” (Tara – autistic young person).  

3.4.2.3.6  Behaviours and Intentions: Peers’ Perspectives. In contrast to the 

autistic students perceptions around behavioural changes, none of the peers that were 

interviewed believed their interactions with autistic classmates changed since the workshop. “I 

haven't seen anything personally am, that's changed. … I'm just more conscious now. I don't 

think in my actions or anything has changed” (Noah – peer). While the peers recognised 

changes in the way they thought about autism, they did not notice any changes in their actions 

towards autistic students. 

One student noted she engaged in very brief greetings with autistic students, but she did 

not try to initiate further interactions with autistic students since the workshop. “I'd say hi to 

them in the corridor, but like I wouldn't really talk to them” (Sarah – peer).  

Although none of the peers felt their interactions with autistic students changed, three 

of the students spoke about an increased intention to interact with autistic students, if an 

appropriate scenario was to arise. Two students spoke about providing help to autistic students 

if they needed something. “If the opportunity was to arise in like, they needed anything, then 

like, I could give it to them” (Noah – peer). Another peer spoke about how she would like to 

engage in mutually enjoyable, joint activities with an autistic peer. “Something that they like, 

something fun, like outside or something. I’d do something outside like football” (Sarah – peer). 

In all hypothetical scenarios, the peers appeared to be waiting for someone else to initiate the 

interaction. 

3.4.2.4  Inclusion. 

 The final theme, inclusion encompasses what inclusion means and what helps autistic 

students feel included in school. It also describes whole school inclusion from the 
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perspectives of autistic students and their peers. These findings are outlined in the subthemes 

Feeling Included and Inclusion for All, by All.  

3.4.2.4.1 Feeling Included. All of the autistic students described inclusion as a 

feeling. In the Beans and Cups activity each of the autistic students responded that the 

following statement was true for them, ‘I feel included in school’, as illustrated in Figure 8. 

Figure 8  

Photo of Three Autistic Student’s Response to Inclusion Statement in the Beans and Cups 

Activity 

 

 Each of them associated this feeling of inclusion with the way their peers treated them 

and interacted with them. They explained when their peers were kind to them and did not bully 

them, this helped them to feel included. “Well, it's [feeling included is] probably from, like the 

people in my class are quite nice and never try to exclude, like bullying and stuff”. (Tom – 

autistic young person).  

When describing their ideal classmates, it was similar to their descriptions of inclusion. 

For example, Dave (an autistic student) described his drawing (see Figure 9) of an ideal 

classmate as someone cared about him, “The heart symbols care”. Other characteristics of his 
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ideal classmate included helping and protecting him by standing up against bullying. “If 

anyone gets bullied, they [the ideal classmate]  would tell the teacher and try to help to stop 

the bullying”. 

Figure 9  

Autistic Student’s Drawing of an Ideal Classmate 

 

Similarly, the autistic students described inclusion as, not being bullied, being treated 

respectfully, as humans, and feeling accepted and involved in group activities. “Treating me 

like everyone else and … taking the needs and differences into consideration. That's kind of 

like saying, but still treating you like human beings.” (Liam- autistic young person). 

3.4.2.4.2 Inclusion for All, by All. The peers described inclusion as ensuring all 

students in the school were actively involved and accepted in the school regardless of anyone’s 

individual differences. “Inclusion means including everybody, regardless of race, gender, and 

sexual preference and special needs or anything.” (Noah- peer). Not only did students see the 

value in including autistic students but they emphasised the importance of extending inclusion 
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to all students in their school. The autistic students recognised how supportive it is for them, 

that their classmates understand who they are. They also saw merit in all students in the school, 

themselves included, having a broad understanding of differences in abilities and identities. 

“That would help because some students, they don't just have one special need, they have 

multiple” (Tara- autistic young person). For this student, who had a number of diagnoses, she 

believed it would be beneficial for peers to learn more about other additional needs too. 

The students noted the whole school community had a role in inclusion, such as “the 

principal and all the teachers, my classmates.” (Sarah - peer). Fostering inclusion is not a once 

off event, but a continual process that is embedded in the day to day lives of students. Each of 

the students expressed a belief that their school was an inclusive school for all students. That 

said, all the students expressed the autism awareness workshop added to the inclusive 

atmosphere in the school. One autistic student described how increasing students’ knowledge 

about autism can remove the stigma that people may have associated with autism. “Promoting 

autism acceptance and knowledge of it would be good to help people kind of … remove negative 

connotations around it and treat other people like neurotypical students.” (Tom- autistic young 

person). Being understood and treated respectfully were central to feeling included. Peers of 

autistic students felt the workshop helped them respect autistic students now that they 

understand them more. “It would help me be like more aware of all of them. It would help me 

respect other people more, yeah and like understand what they are going through” (Rita - 

peer). In addition, the peers of autistic students perceived the positive changes in their attitudes 

towards autistic students, helped autistic students feel validated and included in school. “The 

benefits of that are autistic people are feeling more appreciated and acknowledged and feel 

more included. And I think that would be the best for everyone else” (Lisa – peer). Interestingly, 

this peer believed that supporting a cohort of students to feel appreciated and included in 

school, had a positive impact on all of the students in the school community.  
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3.5 Discussion 

3.5.1 Research Question 1: What is the impact of AsIAm’s autism awareness 

workshop on student’s knowledge, attitudes, and behavioural intentions 

towards autistic students? 

This study explored the effectiveness of a 1-hour autism awareness workshop on 

improving the knowledge, attitudes, behavioural intentions of secondary school students 

towards autistic individuals. Following the autism awareness workshop, students in the 

experimental condition had significantly more knowledge of autism in comparison to students 

in the control group. The autism awareness workshop had a significant positive effect on 

students’ attitudes, behavioural intentions, and knowledge of autism. The positive outcomes of 

this research are consistent with positive outcomes found in other autism awareness 

interventions in secondary schools, indicating some efficacy for interventions that educate 

students about autism in school (Tonnsen & Hahn, 2016; Fleva 2015; Fleva, 2014; Ranson & 

Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013; Campbell, 2007).  

In the current study, students who participated in the follow-up interviews, consistently 

reported an increase in their knowledge of autism, their attitudes towards autistic students and 

increased intentions to socially interact with autistic individuals after the workshop. The peers 

of autistic students felt less judgemental and more compassion towards their autistic peers and 

they had a greater understanding of what school can be like for autistic students and clarified 

their misconceptions about autism. This is consistent with research from Jones and colleagues 

(2021), who found when adults were educated about autism, they had improved attitudes 

towards autistic adults and it increased their intentions to socially interact with autistic adults, 

as well as decreasing misconceptions and stigma around autism.  

Similarly, many of the autistic students noticed positive changes in their peers’ 

knowledge of autism and their peers’ attitudes towards them. All except for one autistic 
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individual who attended the autism class and had not attended any classes in the mainstream 

classrooms since the autism awareness intervention.  In turn, the autistic students who noticed 

positive changes in their peers understanding of autism and attitudes towards them, reported 

feeling more understood and accepted and valued by their peers. This is consistent with the 

findings of Miles and colleagues (2019), who found when autistic females felt understood and 

their peers respected their differences, they reported this helped them feel valued and supported 

their sense of belonging in school.  

While the questionnaires measured attitudes and behavioural intentions towards 

“hypothetical” autistic students, the participants in the interviews spoke about changes in their 

attitudes and behavioural intentions in relation to actual autistic students in their year group 

and classes. This suggests that the new insights students gained in the autism awareness 

intervention had real life implications in relation to their attitudes and behavioural intentions 

towards their actual autistic peers. This finding is in contrast to a previous autism awareness 

study in a secondary school, which found peers’ attitudes improved towards hypothetical 

autistic individuals, but not towards their actual autistic peers (Fleva, 2015). 

Studies have indicated that following an autism awareness intervention, peers’ 

intentions to interact with autistic students improved significantly (Fleva, 2014; Fleva 2015; 

Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013). The current study was consistent with these 

findings. However, in one study where follow up testing took place in the following school 

term, these observed improvements in behavioural intentions were not maintained (Ranson & 

Byrne, 2014). In contrast to this, the follow-up interviews in the current study indicated that 

peers of autistic students expressed increased intentions to interact with their autistic peers.  

However, when it came to actual changes in behaviours towards autistic classmates, the 

peers reported no changes in behaviours. Interestingly, most of the autistic young people 

interviewed reported they noticed small changes in the way their peers interacted towards them, 
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while the one did not. The discrepancy in findings between peers’ perceptions of change in 

their real-life interactions with autistic students and autistic students’ perceptions of the same, 

suggests the interview sample was not representative of the entire population. Nonetheless, 

these differences indicate that behavioural intentions and actual behaviours may not be directly 

associated in relation to the secondary school population in this study. This contrasts with a 

study in a preschool setting, which indicated that increases in children’s behavioural intentions 

towards autistic pupils was strongly correlated to increases in their real-life interactions with 

autistic classmates (Freitag & Dunsmuir, 2015).  

Researchers have suggested that changes in behavioural intentions could be dependent 

on meaningful changes in attitudes (Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour, 1991; Staniland & 

Byrne, 2013). However, there is also a substantial difference in age between pre-school 

children in Freitag and Dunsmuir’s study (2015) and the secondary school students in the 

current research. Studies have suggested that adolescents’ behaviours towards peers with 

additional needs could be more difficult to change than pre-school children, as adolescents’ 

perceptions of others could be more established through many more years of exposure to 

cultural influences and life experiences (Balaz et al., 2020). Thus, young children’s behaviours 

towards peers with additional needs, could potentially be more malleable to change through an 

awareness intervention (Guralnick et al., 2007; Hong et al., 2014). This may suggest that as 

well as engaging in an autism awareness intervention, secondary school students may need 

increased support from school staff to support them in increasing inclusive interactions 

between them and their autistic peers.  

Of the autistic students who did notice actual changes in their peers’ behaviours, some 

reported their peers took more care to listen to what they had to say, and they were slightly 

kinder to them. In research conducted by Miles and colleagues (2019), autistic adolescents who 

felt listened to by their peers and experienced reciprocal kindness and respect from theirs, 
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fostered their sense of belonging in school. In addition, two autistic students reported that since 

the workshop, autism was discussed openly amongst peers, and they liked that these 

conversations were becoming more normalised in school. This contrasts to autistic adults in a 

study, who reflected that autism was perceived negatively when they were in secondary school 

and they described it as ‘the elephant in the room’ (Crompton et al., 2022, p.6). In accordance 

with the current study, enabling open discourse about topics such as neurodiversity and autism, 

destigmatises these conversations and empowers neurodivergent individuals (Kapp, 2019). 

3.5.2 Research Question 2: What are students’ perspectives of the autism 

awareness workshop? 

The autistic students and their peers were happy to have the opportunity to learn about autism 

in school through the autism awareness workshop, describing it as enjoyable and educational. 

This aligns with numerous studies which highlighted autistic students’ longing for their peers 

to learn about autism so peers could understand their autistic classmates (Goodall, 2020; 

Crompton et al., 2022; Cunningham, 2020). The students believed that the 1-hour workshop 

provided the students with an appropriate amount of information about autism. Many autism 

awareness interventions vary in length, ranging from 1 to 6 session programmes (Tonnsen & 

Hahn, 2016; Fleva 2015; Fleva, 2014; Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 2013; 

Campbell, 2007). Similar to other relatively short interventions, this workshop substantiates 

the findings that even brief interventions that educate students about autism can have positive 

impacts on peers (Tonnsen & Hahn, 2016; Fleva, 2015; Fleva, 2014; Campbell, 2007). 

 A number of students appreciated the neuro-affirmative approach that was used when 

talking about autism, which included the strengths and differences experienced by autistic 

students. Many of the peers of autistic students described how they viewed autism through a 

new lens, which helped them to understand how some autistic students experience school. This 

new perspective of autism, instilled peers’ understanding, compassion, and respect towards 
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autistic individuals. This is consistent with Harris (2018), who posits that for others to truly 

understand an autistic individual’s experience, it involves stepping into their shoes and this can 

alter one’s beliefs and elicit empathy in others. These findings suggest educating students about 

autism may help to alleviate the double empathy problem, as described by Milton (2012), by 

enabling students to have a greater understanding of autistic students’ experiences in school 

and hence bridge part of the double empathy gap. 

Interestingly, the neuro-affirmative perspective was received well by autistic students 

also. The neurodiversity paradigm centres around acceptance and celebration of diversity in 

the human brain and rejects the outlook that divergence from ‘typical’ brain development is a 

deficit-based issue that needs to be corrected (Walker, 2012). Autistic students gained a greater 

understanding of autism, they felt validated, and the workshop added to their positive sense of 

self. In addition, one autistic student mentioned how the workshop helped him feel like he was 

not alone. Studies with autistic adults have highlighted that when other people portray a 

strengths-based, accepting and understanding outlook towards autism, it supports autistic 

individuals to develop a positive autistic identity and fosters their wellbeing (McConachie et 

al., 2020).  

Autistic individuals can be vulnerable to mental health difficulties, and a positive sense 

of autistic identity combined with feeling accepted by others is corelated with better mental 

health outcomes for autistic individuals (De Paz et al., 2018; Cage et al., 2018). In addition, 

feelings of social connectedness, value and belonging, can act as protective factors against 

mental health difficulties, further substantiating the importance of promoting this in schools 

(Allen et al., 2023; Kidger et al., 2012). The neuro-affirmative autism awareness workshop 

seemed to support most of the autistic participants to feel understood, valued and accepted by 

their peers. Furthermore, promoting autism positively in the school community supports 

autistic students to establish a more positive identity (Cunningham, 2020).  
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 3.5.2.1  Improving the Workshop. Peers of autistic students expressed an 

interest in listening to the personal experiences of an autistic individual or someone who is a 

relative of an autistic person. The autism awareness intervention included online video clips of 

autistic adults speaking about their personal experiences. However, in the interviews, students 

indicated it would be beneficial to have in-person autistic guest speakers or their relatives as 

they valued learning about personal stories from autistic individuals. In recent research, 

teachers reported that listening to autistic individual’s personal experiences in school was 

highly emotive and inspiring for teachers who attended an autism-friendly schools programme 

(Fitzgerald et al., 2023). The teachers found the online video clips of autistic individuals’ 

experiences in school very impactful (Fitzgerald et al., 2023), while in contrast, some of the 

peers in the current study expressed that they would have preferred in person accounts of an 

autistic individuals’ school experience rather than online videos. 

One autistic student noted that she prefers person-first language and the autism 

awareness workshop used primarily identity-first language. Incorporating both person-first and 

identity-first language could be more representative of the preferences of more individuals on 

the autism spectrum. There is much debate as to whether to use identity first language or person 

first language when talking about autism (Botha et al., 2021; Bury et al., 2020). The research 

into the language preferences of the autism community, have found that there is no unanimous 

consensus of which language is preferred. This research was similar with students using a range 

of language when referring to themselves, including “autistic”, “neurodiverse”, “I have autism” 

and “my ability”. These diverse range of preferences, are consistent with variations found in 

the literature and stress the importance of asking each individual how they would like to be 

referred to (Kenny et al., 2016; Kapp et al., 2013; Bury et a., 2020). 

3.5.2.2  Cautionary Advice. When promoting autism across a whole school 

community, school should be conscious of individual perspectives of autistic students. Autistic 
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students, some autistic students may feel self-conscious for their classmates to learn about 

autism. This emphasises the importance for schools to check with autistic students if they 

would like their classmates to learn about autism and whether or not they would like to attend 

a workshop with their peers. This aligns with the Autism Good Practice Guidance for Schools, 

which states schools should engage in a collaborative process that includes the views of autistic 

students and parents when selecting interventions (DoE, 2022). While each of the autistic 

students in this research were aware of their diagnosis, this may not be the case for all autistic 

students. Developing collaborative systems to capture the voices of autistic students and their 

parents and harness it for real changes within school practice is an important aspect of the 

School Self-Evaluation Process (Fleming, 2019; DoE Inspectorate, 2016). 

Some of the autistic students in this research discussed negative social interactions they 

had encountered from peers which included mean comments and feeling ignored, while none 

of these participants described it as bullying, all of them expressed a fear of being bullied. This 

is similar to findings of other studies, the autistic students reported feeling ignored by their 

peers and had difficulty managing relational conflicts rather than experiencing direct bullying 

(Miles et al., 2019; Dean et al., 2014). This fear of being bullied is a legitimate fear as according 

to the research, autistic students experience being bullied to varying degrees, and more 

extensively than neuro-typical peers (Goodall & McKenzie, 2019; Cook et al., 2018). One 

autistic student in the current study cautioned that an autism awareness intervention should not 

be implemented with the aim of stopping bullying. Bullying is a very sensitive and serious 

matter that schools should follow their bullying policy to address. This is similar to an autistic 

student who was being bullied in another study and expressed he would not like his peers to 

learn about autism for fear the bullies would use his triggers to target, potentially exasperating 

the bullying (Haegele & Maher, 2022). This caution was also shared by the autistic students in 

the current study who felt educating peers about autism should not intended as a ‘quick-fix’ to 
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stop bullying that may be occurring in a school. While a few autistic students in this study had 

experienced some negative interactions with peers during their educational journeys, none of 

them reported any negative encounters with peers following the workshop. Of note, students 

in this school perceived their school had an inclusive environment. 

3.5.3 Research Question 3: What are students’ perceptions of inclusion in school? 

The Perception of Inclusion Questionnaire, measured students’ perceptions of their own 

academic, social and emotional inclusion, giving a total score for their overall perception of 

inclusion in school. Interestingly, students who attended the autism awareness workshop had 

significantly higher perceptions of inclusion after the workshop, compared to students in the 

control group. Results indicated there was a significant interaction effect on students’ self-

reported feelings of inclusion in school between the control and experimental groups.   

Additionally, in the interviews, autistic students reported feeling more understood by 

their peers and the peers felt they were more accepting of autistic classmates. Moreover, both 

autistic students and their peers felt the autism awareness intervention added to the inclusive 

environment in the school. This aligns with the literature on belonging, which posits that 

feeling understood, accepted and valued by others, supports one’s sense of belonging (Gere & 

MacDonald, 2010; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Hagarty et al., 1992). Students’ sense of 

belonging is a central component of accepting and inclusive school environments (McNamara 

et al., 2018). This supports the findings of Goodall (2018), in which autistic students described 

relationships with peers and sense of belonging to be important components of feeling included 

in the school community.  

All students interviewed, recognised the value in learning about autism, as it gave peers 

better understanding and more empathy towards autistic students. This is similar to the 

suggestions of students in another study, who suggested if they got a chance to learn about 

autism, they could be more aware of how autism impacts people and have more sympathy 
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towards autistic peers (Fondelli & Rober, 2017). Most of the autistic students also described 

how they felt more accepted by their peers following the autism awareness workshop. This is 

consistent with autistic adults who contributed to the Autism Friendly Schools Initiative, 

reflecting that their feelings of peer acceptance or non-acceptance significantly impacted their 

experiences of inclusion in school (Fitzgerald et al., 2023).  

Numerous studies have alluded to autistic individual’s desire for their school peers to 

understand them better and to learn about autism (Crompton et al., 2022; Cunningham, 2020; 

Goodall, 2020). However, unlike the current study, none of the autistic adults or autistic 

adolescents had experienced being in a school where their peers learned about autism. The 

current study offers a unique perspective as it interviewed autistic students to learn about their 

experiences in school after their peers had been educated about autism. Many of the autistic 

students and their peers described many positive outcomes they experienced following the 

autism awareness intervention, including feeling more understood and accepted by peers, and 

peers felt more empathetic and less judgemental towards autistic students. While the autistic 

individuals in the studies referenced above, perceived their school experiences would have 

been improved if their peers had a greater understanding of autism, the current study 

strengthens the rationale for educating peers about autism as it captures the real-life positive 

outcomes that the autistic students experienced following the implementation of an autism 

awareness workshop. This further substantiates the recommendation of the Autism Good 

Practice Guidance for Schools, to educate students about autism to promote the inclusion and 

acceptance of autistic students amongst the whole school community (DoE, 2022).  

 

Students perceived their school to be inclusive prior to the autism awareness 

intervention. It is important to take this inclusive context into account when with regards to the 

findings of this study and will be discussed further in the limitations. One student believed that 
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the autism awareness workshop was well suited to this school in particular, because of the 

inclusive culture that already existed. Considering this context, the autism awareness 

intervention appears to have added to the already inclusive environment that existed in the 

school and extended the schools ethos of accepting differences to autistic students. This aligns 

with the NCSE (2015) recommendation that a range of interventions should be implemented 

to support the inclusion of autistic students across a continuum and fostering a positive whole-

school culture is central to inclusive school practice (Long, 2018; Ainscow & Sandill, 2010).  

However, one student articulated that to translate students’ learning from the workshop 

into their actions, schools need to embed acceptance and inclusion amongst students in their 

day-to-day activities. This suggests that inclusion of all is not achieved by a single intervention, 

but instead by ongoing promotion and actions that compound to over-time, create an inclusive 

school community. Azorin and Ainscow agree that creating an inclusive school culture does 

not happen overnight, it is a journey schools go on and involves evaluation, reflection, 

collaboration, and continuous enhancement (2020). While the autism awareness workshop 

added to the inclusive culture in the school, it also highlighted the students’ desire to not only 

learn about and accept student’s difference, but to be inclusive in their actions, and through 

inclusive activities in school. 

Using the SETAM model, schools now have the autonomy and flexibility to weave a 

range of appropriate interventions into schools to promote the inclusion of autistic students 

across the school community (DoE, 2017).  

Inclusion for all, by all was a prevalent theme throughout the interviews. The students 

in this study recognised the wider implications this intervention had. They noted, although it 

was based on accepting the differences of autistic students, they believed it supported them to 

be more accepting of students’ differences in general, hence supporting the inclusion of many. 

This aligns with Hargreaves and Braun (2012) perspective that implementing an initiative at a 
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systemic level in a school, is important for some students and is good for all students. Both 

autistic students and their peers saw value in promoting the inclusion of all students in the 

school regardless of their differences in race, culture, sexual orientation, additional needs or 

identity. Accepting differences seems to be a message that is promoted in this school, through 

the implantation of different initiatives. When students received information about specific 

differences associated with autism, this appeared to help them understand and accept not only 

differences in autistic students, but differences in students in general. This perspective was 

similar to that of teacher’s who were implementing an autism-friendly systemic initiative in 

their school, who found it had a wider impact on diversity and inclusion for many more 

students. A teacher in the study commented,” you’re focusing on autism, but it has the knock 

on of being effective, of developing overall, fully into a school culture” (Fitzgerald et al., 2023, 

p.94).  

3.5.4 An Ecological Perspective on the Impacts of the Autism Awareness Workshop 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems model (1979) provided a suitable framework to 

analyse, interpret and contextualise the perspectives and experiences of autistic students and 

their peers who attended the autism awareness workshop in this study. The research was 

situated at the interface between the students (microsystem), their school (mesosystem) and 

AsIAm, the autism charity in Ireland who created and delivered the autism awareness 

workshop (exosystem). The autistic young person is at the centre of the ecosystem, with their 

peers in the microsystem. The school experiences for the autistic young person are largely 

influenced by interactions between individuals and situations in their immediate environment 

(Odem et al., 2004). While factors in the wider environment are less impactful, but are 

contextually significant (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

 The micro-system was individual to each of the autistic students. They each came from 

different families, had different social relationships and friendships. What was common to the 
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autistic students was they each attended the same school and lived in the same geographical 

location. Their school decided to sign up for this research project, whereby autistic students 

and their peers in 1st and 2nd year attended the autism awareness workshop that was delivered 

by AsIAm, with the aim to support the acceptance and understanding of autistic students 

amongst their peers. The knowledge and understanding gained by the students from the autism 

awareness workshop, were intended to be a form of intervention in the microsystem. The 

improvements in peers’ empathy, understanding, acceptance, and compassion had a direct and 

positive impact on the microsystem and the autistic student.  

 The mesosystem comprises of the interrelationships between the individuals and events 

in the microsystem, such as the teachers in the school, peers of autistic students and the 

facilitator of the autism awareness workshop. The research indicated that the peer-facilitator 

interaction had a significant impact on peers’ attitudes towards autistic peers and their 

understanding of autistic students’ experiences in school.  

 The exosystem contains variables that do not involve the young person, but can directly 

impact the autistic young person, their peers and teachers. This includes media awareness of 

autism, funding the school receives to support students with additional needs, interventions 

provided in schools and health systems, policies and circulars that impact schools at a systemic 

level, such as the SETAM, SEN, Wellbeing and Inclusion policies (DoE, 2017; 2018). Students 

noted that the positive impacts of the inclusive culture in this school. 

 The macrosystem encompasses broader societal beliefs, attitudes and culture. These 

variables have influenced individual’s core beliefs about difference, special needs, 

neurodiversity and autism. Society’s attitudes towards autism and inclusion, which impacts 

legislation, policy, resource allocation, understanding and acceptance. 

 The chronosystem refers to the impact of change across time on the young person. 

Autism is a life-long condition that impacts individuals in different ways, to differing degrees 
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and in different situations across the lifespan. In addition, the needs of an autistic individual 

can change and vary as they are supported to cope in familiar situations and encounter new 

experiences. This study offers a snapshot into the ways in which schools can foster autistic 

students’ need for the social and emotional inclusion amongst their classmates and sense of 

belonging and acceptance in secondary school. Hence, there is a need for additional supports 

to be developed to meet these needs, as an autistic young person develops into an autistic adult. 

3.6 Conclusion 

The current study addressed an identified gap in the literature by exploring the impact of 

educating secondary school students about autism. Adopting a mixed-methods design, the 

study sought to give voice to an often-overlooked population in the research, autistic young 

people, in addition to their peers in school. This enabled the research to capture the students’ 

perspectives and experiences following the autism awareness workshop in their school. Using 

thematic analysis, central themes and subthemes were identified. The themes related to peer 

dynamics, the impacts of the autism awareness workshop, feedback on the workshop, and their 

perceptions of inclusion in school. This study addresses a gap in the literature, however, also 

has limitations. They will be addressed in detail in the critical review paper, which will provide 

an extensive reflection on the implications of the findings on practice in educational 

psychology and on future research. 
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Chapter 4: Critical Review 

4.1 Overview 

This chapter provides a critical reflection on the research process. It begins by outlining 

the epistemological stance the researcher adopted and the implications this had on the 

methodology. The research’s strengths and limitations will be critically appraised. Critical 

consideration of the research’s distinctive contribution to educational psychology practice and 

research will also be outlined. 

4.2 Research Paradigm 

 A paradigm is similar to the researcher’s worldview and supported by philosophical 

assumptions which guide one’s thoughts and actions (Mertens, 2010). The paradigm in which 

research is set requires meaningful consideration as it leads to methodological implications 

within the research process and influences the way a study is conducted (Kivunja & Kuyini, 

2017). In the present study, the researcher’s core belief system aligns with the constructivist 

paradigm. Within the constructivist paradigm, individuals have an active role in constructing 

their own beliefs of the world, and a definitive worldview is not reflected (Braun & Clarke, 

2013; Mertens, 2010). According to this perspective, personal experiences and interactions 

with others underpin an individual’s active creation of knowledge and understanding and 

researchers should try to understand participants lived social world (Braun & Clarke, 2013; 

Mertens, 2010). In this study, the research questions which sought to explore the impact of an 

autism awareness workshop on secondary school students, were grounded in a constructivist 

approach. It gathered detailed insights of autistic students’ and their peers’ perspectives and 

experiences of the impacts of the workshop, within a situated social context. When using the 

constructivist paradigm in a mixed methods research design, it allows the researcher to gain a 

more complete understanding of participant’s experiences and perspectives and explores the 

complex interactions between participants and their social context (Berger & Luckmann, 
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1966). In line with Lincoln and Guba (2005), the four elements of a paradigm that are essential 

include ontology, epistemology, methodology and axiology. 

4.2.1 Ontology 

 Ontology relates to beliefs about the nature of reality. The constructivist paradigm 

posits reality is constructed by individuals through their lived experiences, perceptions and 

interactions (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). This suggests reality is not a fixed construct, rather 

it is continuously reconstructed by individuals, where numerous mental constructions are 

understood, even if some are conflicting (Mertens, 2010). Such a position aligns with the views 

of the researcher, that an adolescent’s understanding of autism is not fixed, but is socially 

constructed through interactions with autistic people and experiences they may have learning 

about autism. This ontological position allowed the explorative research to elicit participants 

socially constructed realities, ensuring participant’s perspectives were articulated in relation to 

individual’s experiences (Smith et al., 2009).  

4.2.2 Epistemology 

Epistemology refers to the relationship between the researcher and the research area. 

Constructivism maintains the researcher and the participants experience influences through  

engaging with each other (Mertens, 2010). Hence, the researcher becomes involved in the 

production of the results. As such, researcher reflexivity is essential because the beliefs a 

researcher holds could impact the findings that are produced (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

Bracketing was utilised by the researcher to support reflective practice (Watts, 2014). The 

researcher used a research diary to set aside personal assumptions in relation to the research 

area. For example, the researcher set aside their personal philosophy towards inclusion and the 

dissonance as to whether autism classes are enablers of inclusion or segregation in mainstream 

schools (McKeon, 2021; Banks & McCoy, 2017). Setting aside the researchers own 

assumptions ensures potential areas for inquiry were not avoided in the interviews (Braun & 
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Clarke, 2013). The interviews with the young people were very insightful and the researcher’s 

dedication to personal reflexivity was highlighted, as the findings challenged the researchers’ 

previous assumptions around inclusion. The researcher gained a new understanding around 

inclusion with regards to peers. Inclusion is centred around autistic students’ relationships with 

non-autistic peers and their autistic peers. They are all part of the school community and they 

all play a valuable role in autistic students’ feelings of inclusion and belonging (See extract of 

the researcher’s reflections in Appendix M). 

4.2.3 Methodology 

 Methodology is concerned with the techniques used to conduct research. Although 

qualitative research is commonly associated with the constructivist paradigm, mixed methods 

that combines quantitative and qualitative approaches also aligns with the constructivist 

paradigm as it can produce a more comprehensive outlook of the research area (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2007). The constructivist paradigm posits knowledge is a social construct, so it is 

important that the researcher builds a good rapport with the participant in interviews (Mertens, 

2010). Taking into consideration, the differences in communication that autistic individuals 

can experience, the semi-structured interviews were designed to incorporate a mixture of 

interview approaches, rather than relying on predominantly verbal communication and eye-

contact as this could limit the opportunity to establish rapport between the young person and 

the researcher (Tyrell & Woods, 2020; Fayette & Bond, 2018) As such, the interview 

incorporated alternative methods of collecting information, including sorting card activities, 

tactile response activities that did not require verbal responses and opportunities to choose to 

express themselves through drawing, writing and/or talking. These multi-modal response 

activities reduced verbal demands and pressure to maintain eye-contact, thus enabling 

participants to feel comfortable during the interviews and aiding to build rapport (Tesfaye et 

al., 2019), in accordance with the constructivist methodology. 
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4.2.4 Axiology 

 Axiology is concerned with beliefs surrounding values and ethics in research. Within 

the constructivist paradigm, emphasis is placed on the significance of an individual’s personal 

values and beliefs in influencing their worldview (Schwandt, 2001). Thus, an individual’s 

values and beliefs play a central role in determining the way in which they interpret their 

experiences and construct their knowledge. Trustworthiness and authenticity are key factors of 

constructivist axiology to ensure participants perspectives are represented fairly (Mertens, 

2010). The comprehensive thematic analysis adopted in this research encompassed a balanced 

representation of the perspectives of autistic students and their peers in relation to their 

perspectives on the impacts of the autism awareness workshop, and lack thereof in some cases. 

This study incorporated data collection, analysis and merging qualitative and quantitative data 

to address the research questions.  

4.3 Limitations of the Current Research 

 This was a small-scale study, which corresponds to numerous limitations that will be 

discussed. A mixed-methods between-within design was adopted to facilitate the time 

constrains and the single-researcher aspect. As such, the results of this study cannot be 

generalised across other student populations who have participated in AsIAm’s autism 

awareness workshop. The findings in this study relate only to the experiences of the students 

who participated in this research. 

 The small sample size is a limitation of the study (N=57), as it may not be representative 

of the broader population of secondary school students as only 1st and 2nd year students 

participated in the research. The sample of participants were drawn from one secondary school, 

which further hinders the relevance of the findings to a wider demographic. However, it is 

important to note that the aim of this research is not to gather information that could be 

generalised to all school contexts, but rather to garner an in-depth understanding of a specific 
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situation, which is listening to the perspectives of autistic students and their peers, regarding 

an autism awareness workshop in their school. All participants lived in the same geographical 

area as they attended the same school. Therefore, the sample of this study is not representative 

of all secondary schools or all secondary school students.  

 Additionally, an advertisement was placed online about the research project, by AsIAm, 

an autism charity in Ireland. Schools then expressed an interest in participating in the research. 

Although one school was randomly selected to participate in the research, it could be argued 

that schools that express an interest in an autism awareness intervention may potentially have 

an interest in promoting acceptance and understanding of autism in their school. Indeed, 

perhaps in the school in this study, the lead teacher’s willingness to participate in the research 

project was influenced by their awareness of the inclusive practices embedded in their school.  

Similarly, as participants were all from the same school, they may all share the same 

school inclusive ethos. Of note, many of the students in the interviews expressed that the 

students in this school were generally very kind and inclusive, prior to the research. However, 

these inferences cannot be confirmed as the study did not include a systematic analysis of the 

school’s context with regards to inclusive school culture. In the directions for future research 

section below, a number of strategies are identified that could support future studies to gain an 

understanding of the culture of inclusion in the schools being researched. Semi-structured 

interviews with members of a senior management team could also provide rich insights into 

the inclusive nature of a secondary school as research has indicated correlations between school 

leaders and systemic inclusive attitudes in a school (Banks & McCoy, 2017). These contextual 

insights could support future researchers to understand the impact of the autism awareness 

intervention relative to the inclusive landscape of schools. 

 There were limitations to some of the measures used in this study. Two of the 

questionnaires used in the data collection were in relation to hypothetical autistic students 
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rather than targeting actual autistic students in their class (Adjective Checklist and the Shared 

Activities Questionnaire). This limits the applicability of the findings of these measures in 

relation attitudes and behavioural intentions towards actual autistic peers. However, during the 

interview peers of autistic students discussed their perceptions of changes in attitudes and 

behavioural intentions towards actual autistic peers. In general, the findings in the interviews 

were congruent with the questionnaire findings, which indicates that the intervention had a 

positive impact on student’s attitudes and behavioural intentions towards their autistic peers. 

Further limitations lie with the Knowledge of Autism Questionnaire. Similar to the other 

studies that have used the Knowledge of Autism Questionnaire, this study also had a 

Cronbach’s Alpha that was below the acceptable range of 0.7 (Campbell, 2007). A systematic 

literature review into questionnaires that measure individual’s understanding of autism have 

found there is a lack of high-quality measures appropriate for the use with young people 

(Harrison the al., 2017). This is a limitation of the current study, hence it would be beneficial 

for future research to develop a higher-quality measure, as increasing student’s knowledge of 

autism is a key aim in programmes that educate students about autism (Hume & Campbell, 

2019; Ranson & Byrne, 2014). Furthermore, the results Knowledge of Autism Questionnaire 

were negatively skewed, thus violating one of the assumptions of normality required for a two-

way mixed ANOVA. However, there was no non-parametric equivalent analysis that could be 

conducted on SPSS. Given the robustness of the ANOVA, it was decided to continue analysis 

with the two-way mixed ANOVA. However, the results of this measure should be interpreted 

with caution. 

 This research collected pre- and post- intervention quantitative data using 

questionnaires. Although 6-week follow-up data was collected through semi-structured 

interviews, it would have been beneficial to have additional data collection at 3-month and/or 

6 month follow-ups to gauge and potential longer-term impacts of the autism awareness 
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workshop. This would be helpful to decipher if the short-term impacts of the workshop were 

maintained overtime or not.  

 The autistic students appeared very comfortable in the interviews and engaged very 

well in the interview. Some of the other students that participated in the interviews presented 

as a little bit nervous at the beginning. One nervous participant asked if a friend could join her 

for the interview. As this was not in the research design in the approved ethics application, the 

research design could not be deviated from. The researcher explained informed consent to the 

participant again and informed her that if for any reason she would not like to engage in the 

interview, that she did not have to participate in the research. This participant was happy to 

participate in the individual semi-structured interview, however, it raised the point that focus 

groups could have been a better methodology of eliciting information from peers of autistic 

students. The participant interaction and group dynamics can be a powerful way to understand 

concepts such as social relations and being in the presence of familiar people can promote the 

involvement of the participants (Krueger, 2014).  

4.4 Strengths of the Current Research 

 The current study contributed to the current body of literature on the impacts of 

educating secondary school students about autism, listening to the voices of autistic students 

and their peers in this regard. In addition, this adds to the literature on the importance of 

promoting acceptance and inclusion of autistic students amongst the school community. This 

research highlights that this autism awareness workshop has increased autistic students and 

their peers’ understanding of autism, as well as improving peers’ attitudes and behavioural 

intentions towards autistic students.  

The central reason for utilising a mixed methods design was to respond to the need for 

both depth and breadth when understanding of the impacts of the autism awareness workshop 

from the perspectives and experiences of autistic students and their peers. Given that the 
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literature in this field was limited, a need was recognised to collect quantitative findings to add 

to the small body of literature in secondary schools, as well as the crucial need to begin an in-

depth understanding of the perspectives of autistic students and their peers pertaining to their 

experiences of learning about autism in school through qualitative approaches. The mixed 

methods approach enabled rich information to be gathered from both questionnaires and semi-

structured interviews. For this reason, a mixed-methods design was selected as the most 

appropriate approach to address the research questions. Having a sufficient rationale for 

employing a mixed-methods design is an important component in the quality criterion of a 

research design (Hong et al., 2018). In addition, the congruence between qualitative and 

quantitative data, strengthened the reliability of the findings of this research. 

This research is unique in the Irish context. In light of the increasing emphasis being 

placed on promoting whole school inclusion in the Irish schools, which involves supporting 

understanding and acceptance of autism amongst school students (DoE, 2022). As such, this 

research could be considered as a helpful resource in informing the implementation of the 

autism awareness workshop in secondary schools. Furthermore, the autism awareness 

workshop is time efficient and reduces the pressure on teachers to know how to deliver the 

workshop, as it is delivered by a member of AsIAm, Ireland’s Autism Charity. As the same 

person delivers this intervention to each school, this ensures it is delivered with fidelity. 

However, it is important to note this also limits the number of students and schools this 

intervention can be delivered to. The cost of the intervention could also be a barrier to schools 

accessing the intervention.  

4.5 Unique Contribution of this Research 

 This study offers a contemporary insight into the perspectives of autistic young people 

and their peers who attended an autism awareness workshop in their secondary school. Other 

research projects on this topic collected quantitative data from peers of autistic students 
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(Tonnsen & Hahn, 2016; Fleva 2015; Fleva, 2014; Ranson & Byrne, 2014; Staniland & Byrne, 

2013; Campbell, 2007). Given that great value is currently being placed on listening to the 

voices of young people, in matters that relate to their education, it is crucial that autistic students 

and their peers are given the opportunity to share their perspectives to understand the impacts 

of such interventions in a real-life context.  

The current research garnered rich insights from the young people at the heart of the 

intervention. In particular, this research gives voice to autistic young people and their peers 

currently attending secondary school. This research validates and empowers autistic young 

people by acknowledging their perspectives, experiences, fears and concerns, as it pertains to 

peer relations and the impacts of their peers learning about autism. 

This study identified that autistic students thought it very positive that their peers got 

the opportunity to learn about autism because they felt more understood, and they felt it reduced 

stereotypes and stigma students may have held about autism. Similarly, the peers of autistic 

students were glad to have the opportunity to learn about autism because it helped them to gain 

a better understanding of autism and they had more empathy towards their autistic peers, 

feeling less judgemental and more accepting.  

This study is the first to offer autistic students the option to attend an autism awareness 

intervention in their school. Autistic students found that their knowledge about autism 

increased, they reported they understood themselves better after the intervention and that it felt 

good to know there are others like who have similar experiences to them. For the autistic 

students who attended this workshop, there was a sense of validation, potentially because the 

autism awareness workshop was delivered using a neuro-affirmative approach. Such a 

strengths-based and understanding outlook towards autism, supports autistic individuals to 

develop a positive autistic identity, feel accepted and is corelated with better mental health 

outcomes for autistic individuals (McConachie et al., 2020; Cage et al., 2018; De Paz et al., 
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2018). This indicates that the workshop was not only beneficial for peers, but it also enhanced 

autistic student’s understanding of autism and strengthened their sense of self. 

This research highlighted that an autistic person’s sense of social and emotional 

inclusion is not limited to their interactions with their non-autistic peers. In the interviews, the 

autistic students recognised that their relationships and interactions with autistic peers and non-

autistic peers contributed to their sense of belonging in school, by supporting them to feel 

included, understood, accepted and validated. The autism class seemed to be a central hub 

where autistic students met up in this school. Each of the autistic students discussed how easy 

it is to relate their autistic friends. One autistic young person who, spent all his school day in 

the autism class reported feeling included and welcome in the school and he enjoyed spending 

the day with his autistic friends “the lads”, in the autism class. The autism class was highlighted 

as a valuable part of the school system for supporting students’ emotional needs as well as 

building a sense of connection and community for the autistic students in this school. 

This research identified that students believed the whole school community had a role 

in promoting acceptance and inclusion for autistic students. They noted it is imperative that 

teachers included autistic students as part of their job, and peers also play and important role 

in including autistic students as they spend a great deal of time together during the school day 

and outside of school. While learning about autism was seen as valuable by both autistic 

students and their peers, they also recognised the importance of learning more about the 

additional needs and identities of people in their school community to create inclusion for all. 

The guidelines for using the SETAM policy provide school with the autonomy and flexibility 

to create an inclusive school environment for all students (DoE, 2022). 

During the semi-structured interviews, strategies such as the beans and cups, diamond 

ranking and good classmate activities were utilised to conceptualise inclusion from the 

perspectives of autistic students. They described inclusion from peers as being treated with 
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basic human respect, being understood on a personal level, not being bullied, being mindful of 

their differences and engaging with them during activities. While the autism awareness 

workshop supported some of these concepts of inclusion, it did not appear to significantly 

impact on students’ real-life levels of engagement with autistic students. While the autism 

awareness workshop highlighted increases in student’s desire to interact with autistic students, 

actual changes were not consistently reported. Of note, students did report that the workshop 

supported students to feel comfortable and open talking about autism in school and it became 

more normalised in the school environment. One student articulated that while talks help them 

to concepts such as autism better, there still needs to be a focus on inclusion in the day-to-day 

activities in their school life.   

4.6 Implications and Recommendations for Policy and Practice 

4.6.1 Systemic Ethos of Inclusion  

• EPs are uniquely positioned to support schools at a systemic level, which can include 

building school’s capacity to adopt a whole school approach to promote inclusion for 

all (DoE & National Educational Psychology Service [NEPS], 2007). This research 

emphasises the significance of fostering a whole-school inclusive ethos to minimise 

negative biases associated with difference and support understanding and acceptance 

of diversity. Educating students about autism was a positive experience for both autistic 

students and their peers as they all reported having a better understanding of autism 

following the intervention. Informing schools about this autism awareness workshop is 

one way in which EPs can support schools in creating an inclusive school culture, 

particularly for autistic students.  

• Autistic students noted that inclusion starts with the teachers. EPs play a role in building 

schools and teachers’ capacity to support autistic students. Ensuring teachers are 

educated about autism was highlighted as an important foundation to ensure autistic 
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students are supported appropriately in the classroom and to foster an inclusive school 

culture within the classroom and school. Based on the findings of this study, EPs can 

support teachers to understand the needs of autistic students and how teachers can 

accommodate not only their academic inclusion, but also the social and emotional 

inclusion of autistic students in school.  

• In line with Ireland’s Vision for Change Policy, initiatives that educate people about 

vulnerable population are important in reducing discrimination and stigma (Department 

of Health and Children, 2006). The autism awareness workshop aligns with the goals 

of this policy as it created openness to talk about autism in school and fostered greater 

compassion and understanding amongst students. Students in this study appreciated the 

positive language that was used when explaining autism. EPs can educate teachers 

about the neuro-affirmative language they can use when talking about autism from a 

strengths-based perspective in the classroom. 

4.6.2 Student’s Recommendations for Implementing the Autism Awareness Workshop 

• It is important to note that AsIAm’s Autism Awareness Workshop is not evidence-

based.  This study is not evaluating or recommending this workshop, as this is a small-

scale study, therefore the results are not generalisable and relate only to the school in 

which the research was conducted. It is important to highlight potential governance 

issues that may be associated with rolling out this programme and the potential ethical 

implications that need to be considered around the delivery of such a programme. For 

example, there could be ethical implications for students who have not been told they 

are autistic, unidentified students who are autistic and autistic students who may be 

experiencing bullying in school. This research only explores student’s experiences of 

the Autism Awareness Workshop in one specific school setting, thus, the following 
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suggestions were made by the students who attended the workshop and participated in 

the research. 

• Schools should check with autistic students if they would like their classmates to learn 

about autism and whether or not autistic individuals would like to attend a workshop 

with their peers. The autistic students in this study were aware of their autism diagnosis, 

however, if a young person was not aware of their diagnosis, schools should take care 

with such situations. Consultation with parents regarding this would also be beneficial. 

• Autistic students also cautioned that an autism awareness intervention should not be 

implemented with the aim of stopping bullying. Bullying is a very sensitive and serious 

matter that schools should follow their bullying policy to address.  

• Students liked the neuro-affirmative approach it adopted when talking about autism, as 

it explained differences some autistic people experience and explored the strengths 

autistic individuals can have. However, incorporating both person-first and identity-

first language could be more representative of the preferences of individuals on the 

autism spectrum.  

• The students indicated it would be beneficial to have an in-person autistic guest 

speakers or their relatives at the Autism Awareness Workshop (rather than online video 

clips of autistic adults), as peers valued learning about and understanding personal 

stories from autistic individuals.  

4.6.3 Supporting an Inclusive Culture Amongst Peers 

• The autism awareness workshop supported students to gain a greater understanding of 

autism, have more positive attitudes and less judgement towards autistic peers and 

increased their intentions in interacting with autistic peers. This workshop was created 

by AsIAm, an autism charity in Ireland. EPs could guide schools to link with 
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organisations in the community with specialist knowledge, that could support the 

school to foster an inclusive culture. 

• As students were more open to interacting with autistic peers following the workshop, 

this creates an opportunity for schools to intentionally plan shared activities between 

autistic students and their peers that support inclusion. Although peers had a better 

understanding of autism, they still expressed a hesitation in initiating more inclusive 

interactions with autistic students. This highlights the need for teachers to facilitate the 

initiation of inclusive interactions and explicitly support meaningful social experiences 

between autistic students and their peers. Under the new SETAM, schools now have 

the autonomy to allocate time for special education teachers to support the inclusion of 

students through meaningful social activities (DoE, 2017). EPs are uniquely positioned 

to guide schools in the embedding inclusive activities for autistic students and their 

peers into their school systems, such as shared interest lunchtime clubs, as outlined in 

the Autism Good Practice Guidance for Schools (DoE, 2022). 

4.6.4 Supporting Companionship between Autistic Students 

• Having time and space for autistic students to connect with one another also was highly 

valued by autistic students as it supported their feelings of belonging and understanding 

in school. EPs can support schools to create intentional opportunities for autistic 

students to engage in activities together. In this study, the autism class seemed to be a 

hub for autistic students to meet. Although only one of the autistic students interviewed 

was enrolled in the autism class, all of the autistic students had spent time connecting 

with other autistic students in that setting and they all regarded it as a positive space 

they enjoyed visiting. The DoE announced in a recent Oireachtas Report, that the 

number of new special classes opening in Irish secondary schools is due to double from 

2023-2026, compared to the last three years (DoE, 2023). Of note, not all autistic 
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students are enrolled in autism classes, thus EPs could support schools to explore how 

autism classes could be used to support all autistic students in a school system, to get 

an opportunity to connect with one another, to support their feelings of inclusion, 

validation and sense of belonging.  

• The Inclusion Policy and or SEN Policy in schools could include an explicit section on 

activities that are intentionally organised in the school to give autistic students the 

opportunities to experience successful social inclusion with their non-autistic peers and 

their autistic peers. This would ensure staff have a shared understanding of their 

responsibilities to support the inclusion of autistic students in the school, in line with 

best practice guidelines (NCSE, 2016). Additionally, under the SETAM policy, schools 

have been granted autonomy to create an inclusive school environment for all students 

and supporting the social and emotional inclusion of autistic students (DoE, 2017). 

4.6.5 Listening to the Voices of Students 

• According to the 2015-2020 National Strategy on Children and Young People’s 

Participation in Decision Making, it is advocated that students are listened to in matters 

that impact their everyday lives, such as their educational experiences (Department of 

Children and Youth Affairs, 2015). In accordance with best practice, schools should 

consult with the young person as part of the process in creating a student support plan 

(DoE, 2010). Similarly, when EPs support a young person, it is a core professional 

competency to meaningfully include them in the decision-making process (British 

Psychological Society, 2019). EPs could use sorting activities, such as the ones used in 

this study to meaningfully elicit the young persons’ voice and involve them in decision 

making. The diamond ranking, the bean and cup, good classmate activities and use of 

follow up probes, allowed for rich information to be elicited from the autistic students 

in this research and previous research (Goodall, 2018).  
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• Within the Irish landscape, EPs are encouraged to use their resources to empower key 

adults in the young person’s life, such as the parents and teachers, rather than engaging 

in extensive 1-to-1 direct intervention with the young person (Health Service Executive 

[HSE], 2020). For example, in NEPS, psychologists are encouraged to work in a 

consultative model with the parents and teachers (DoE, 2007), while in the Child 

Network Disability Teams, psychologists are recommended to work with parents as 

they are the experts on the child (HSE, 2020). The current research findings highlight 

that the young person is indeed an expert on themselves. This emphasises the 

importance of the role of the EP to ensure the voice of the young person is central to 

their professional practice. The semi-structured interview activities could provide EPs 

with accessible ways of including the young person in information gathering, decision-

making and ensuring they have a say in matters that impact their everyday life. 

4.7 Directions for Future Research  

• This research project had a small sample from the same geographical area, in one 

mainstream secondary school that had two autism classes. Future research of this autism 

awareness workshop could be extended to larger and more diverse samples. Such as, 

different geographical areas and different types of secondary schools (DEIS non-DEIS, 

urban, rural, with autism classes, without autism classes. This would provide an 

opportunity to explore the impact of the autism awareness workshop in a broader range 

of schools. 

• The students interviewed in this study felt that there was an inclusive culture in their 

school prior to the research being conducted. While their descriptions of the inclusive 

culture in the school is helpful, these inferences cannot be confirmed as the study did 

not include a systematic analysis of the school’s context with regards to inclusive school 

culture. This highlights the importance of understanding the impacts of the autism 
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awareness intervention in relation to a school’s inclusive culture. Future research could 

include a systematic analysis of a school’s inclusive ethos, practice and culture, through 

analysis of the Middletown Framework for Inclusion, the DoE Inspectorate or school 

self-evaluation reports (Daly et al., 2016; DoE Inspectorate, 2016). This could have 

facilitated richer insight into the context of the school in which the research findings 

could have been situated. 

• The autism awareness intervention was delivered to 1st and 2nd year students as it was 

designed for the junior cycle cohort (1st – 3rd year). Future research could explore the 

impacts of the autism awareness workshop across differing year groups in secondary 

school. 

• The students in this research agreed more students should learn about autism, but they 

had widely varying perspectives on the age this should be. Future research could 

explore if there is a most appropriate age for individuals in educational setting to learn 

about autism. 

• Each of the students interviewed found it helpful to learn more about autism and 

expressed a desire to learn more about a range of additional needs and identities. Future 

research could compare the impact of an autism awareness workshop and a more 

universal intervention that promotes acceptance of all differences. 
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Chapter 5: Impact Statement 

 This research sought to explore the impacts of educating secondary school 

students about autism. Through the implementation of a mixed-methods approach, the research 

captured the impacts of an autism awareness workshop involving 57 secondary school students. 

The voices of four autistic students and 4 of their peers emerged through the semi-structured 

interviews, as they shared their perspectives on the impacts of the workshop in relation to their 

understanding of autism, peers’ attitudes and behavioural intentions towards autistic students, 

as well as the students’ perspectives of inclusion in school. This study also identifies cautions 

and limitations from the students’ perspectives when it comes to delivering an autism 

awareness intervention in school. The accounts of the autistic students and their peers on 

educating students about autism can offer organisations, policy makers, EPs and schools with 

an insight into how to design and deliver programmes and information in a manner that 

promotes acceptance of autism and benefits autistic students and their peers. The findings and 

rich insights garnered from this research have implications across policy, practice and future 

research. 

 These findings contribute to the limited literature base on the impacts of autism 

awareness interventions in secondary schools. In addition, the research endeavoured to address 

the need to listen to the voices of autistic students on their perspectives of implementing an 

intervention in school that educates students about autism. This study also answered the call to 

gain an understanding of peers’ attitudes and perspectives of autism in their school (Ryan, 

2021). The originality of the research is another distinctive contribution to this field. This is 

the first study to examine the impact of an autism awareness intervention in a school, that 

includes qualitative and quantitative approaches and includes the voices of autistic students 

and their peers. 
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It is envisioned that the findings of this study can make an impact through dissemination 

in the field of Educational and Child Psychology. Preliminary findings of this research project 

were presented at the annual Psychological Society of Ireland Conference in 2022. It is 

envisioned the overall findings of this research project would be presented at the 2023 

conference. The findings and insights will also be presented to Trainee Educational and Child 

Psychologists in Mary Immaculate College, and the Doctorate in Educational and Child 

Psychology Team in the 2023 Research Summer School. In addition, for EPs to support schools 

effectively, the findings and recommendations of the current study need to be shared with a 

wider audience. The researcher plans to submit the empirical paper in this thesis for publication 

in a peer-reviewed academic journal to enable greater impact from this thesis. The findings of 

this research will also be shared on the Teachers Research Exchange platform.   

 This research has come about at an opportune time in Ireland because the DoE recently 

published its first document recommending that students are educated about autism in school, 

to promote a culture of acceptance and understanding throughout the school community (DoE, 

2022). This research provides complimentary and in-depth perspectives of autistic students and 

their peers in relation to learning about autism in secondary school. It is hoped that this research 

contributes to the promotion of acceptance of difference in schools.  
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Appendix C: Weight of Evidence A 

Coding Protocol:  

Gersten, R., Fuchs, L. S., Compton, D., Coyne, M., Greenwood, C., & Innocenti, M. S. (2005). 

Quality indicators for group experimental and quasi-experimental research in special 

education. Exceptional Children, 71(2), 149–164.  

The Weight of Evidence scores are illustrated from the following study: 
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ESSENTIAL QUALITY INDICATORS 

A. Quality indicators for description of participants: Criteria satisfied? 

Criteria 1. Were appropriate procedures used to 

ensure participant groups were comparable 

across intervention conditions? 

 

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 1? 

x Yes 

☐ No                       

☐Partially met  

Sub questions 

considered 

within ratings 

Were participants randomly assigned to the 

two conditions? 

 

x Yes 

☐ No 

☐ N/A 

☐ Unknown/Unable to Code  

Were participants are matched on salient 

variables or a stratified assignment 

procedure is employed?  

 

x Yes 

☐ No 

☐ N/A 

☐ Unknown/Unable to Code  

Attrition rates between the intervention 

and the comparison group are not 

substantially different?  

 

x Yes 

☐ No 

☐ N/A 

☐ Unknown/Unable to Code  

Criteria 2. Were intervention administers comparable 

across conditions? 

 

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 2? 

x Yes 

☐ No                       

☐Partially met  
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(e.g. did the same person administer all the 

interventions, or did the same person train 

the intervention administers?) 

B. Quality indicators for implementation of the intervention and description of 

comparison conditions 

Criteria 3. Was the intervention clearly described and 

specified? 

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 3? 

x Yes 

☐ No                       

☐Partially met  

 Was enough information provided about 

the intervention to allow for replication?  

(e.g. conceptual underpinnings, detailed 

instructional procedures, intervention 

administrators actions and language, use 

of instructional material and what students 

are required to do and day)?  

x Yes 

☐ No 

☐ N/A 

☐ Unknown/Unable to Code  

 

Criteria 4. Was the fidelity of the implementation 

described? 

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 4? 

x Yes 

☐ No                       

☐Partially met  

 

Criteria 5. Was the nature of the intervention provided 

in comparison conditions described?  

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 5? 

x Yes 

☐ No                       

☐Partially met  

C. Quality indicators for outcome measures 

Criteria 6. Were multiple measures used to provide an 

appropriate balance between measures 

closely aligned with the intervention and 

measures of generalised performance?  
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Met for criteria 6? 

x Yes 

☐ No                       

☐Partially met  

Criteria 7. Was evidence of reliability for outcome 

measures provided? 

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 7? 

☐ Yes 

x No                       

☐Partially met 

Criteria 8. Were outcomes for capturing the 

intervention’s effect measured at the 

appropriate times?  

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 8? 

x Yes 

☐ No                       

☐Partially met 

D. Quality indicators for data analysis 
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Criteria 9. Were the data analysis techniques 

appropriately linked to key research 

questions and hypotheses?  
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DESIRABLE QUALITY INDICATORS 

Criteria 11.  Was data available on attrition rates among 

intervention samples? Was severe overall 

attrition documented? If so, is attrition 

comparable across samples? Is overall 

attrition less than 30%?  

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 11? 

x Yes 

☐ No                       

☐Partially met 

Criteria 12. Did the study provide not only internal 

consistency reliability but also test- retest 

reliability and interrater reliability (when 

appropriate) for outcome measures?  

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 12? 

☐ Yes 

x No                       

☐Partially met 

Sub questions 

considered 

within the 

rating  

 

Were data collectors and/or scorers blind to 

study conditions and equally (un)familiar 

to examinees across study conditions?  

 

☐ Yes 

x No 

☐ N/A 

☐ Unknown/Unable to Code 

Criteria 13. Were outcomes for capturing the 

intervention’s effect measured beyond an 

immediate post-test?  

 

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 13? 

x Yes 

☐ No                       

☐Partially met 

Criteria 14. Was evidence of the criterion-related 

validity and construct validity of all the 

measures provided?  

 

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 14? 

☐ Yes 

x No                       

☐Partially met 

Criteria 15. Did the research team assess not only 

surface features of fidelity implementation 

(e.g. number of minutes allocated to the 

intervention or teacher/interventionist 

following procedures specified), but also 

examine quality of implementation?  

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 15? 

☐ Yes 

x No                       

☐Partially met 

Criteria 16. Was any documentation of the nature of 

instruction or series provided in 

comparison conditions?  

 

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 16? 

x Yes 
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☐ No                       

☐Partially met 

Criteria 17. Did the research report include actual 

audio or videotape excerpts that capture the 

nature of the intervention?  

 

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 17? 

☐ Yes 

x No                       

☐Partially met 

Criteria 18. 

 

Were results presented in a clear, coherent 

fashion?  

 

Overall Quality Indicator 

Met for criteria 18? 

x Yes 

☐ No                       

☐Partially met 

 

 

1=Low Quality 

(Less than 9 of the 

Essential Quality 

Indicators are met) 

2=Acceptable 

Quality 

(At least 9 Essential 

Quality indicators 

are met and 1-3 

Desirable 

Indicators) 

3=High Quality 

(At least 9 Essential 

Quality indicators 

are met and 4+ 

Desirable 

Indicators) 

Overall 

Evidence 

Rating 

(1-3) 

 

Number of 

Essential Quality 

Indicators Met 

(9/10)    3 

 

 
3 

Number of 

Desirable Quality 

Indicators Met 

(4/8)  
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Appendix D: Weight of Evidence B  

WOE B Rating and Criteria 

HIGH = 3  

Experimental design with all 

of the following:  

- An appropriate control 

group that does not take part 

in an autism awareness 

intervention. 

- Measures of attitude, 

knowledge and/or 

behavioural intention are 

collected pre and post 

intervention, as well as a 

follow up measures and for 

the control condition.  

 

MEDIUM = 2  

Experimental design with 

either:  

-  A control group  

or 

-   Pre and post measures of 

attitude, knowledge and/or 

behavioural intention are 

collected  

-  No follow up measures 

collected  

 

LOW = 1  

Single Case or Non-

Experimental Designs as the 

effectiveness of an 

intervention can’t be 

measured accurately. This 

may also include studies 

which have:  

-No pre intervention 

measures collected 

 

- No control groups 

 

- Small sample sizes, such as 

1 class of students 

 

 

Study WOE B Rating given 

Cambell, 2007 1 = LOW 

Fleva, 2014 1 = LOW 

Fleva, 2015 2 = LOW 

Ranson and Byrne, 2014 3 = HIGH 

Staniland and Byrne, 2013 3 = HIGH 

Tonnsen and Hahn, 2016 2 = MEDIUM 
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Appendix E: Weight of Evidence C  

Relevance of the focus of the study to the review question.  

Criteria WOE C Rating and Descriptor Rationale 

i) Intervention 

delivery. 

    

 

 

 

 

 

3= HIGH  

The intervention uses a combination 

of descriptive and explanatory 

information and the paper states the 

same person delivers the intervention 

to each group. 

2= MEDIUM  

The intervention uses a combination 

information with one intervention 

group and uses either descriptive or 

explanatory information with another 

group. 

1= LOW  

The intervention uses either 

descriptive or explanatory 

information and different people 

deliver the intervention to different 

groups. 

 

Studies have shown that a 

combination of explanatory, 

directive and descriptive information 

is the most effective method of 

delivery(Cremin et al., 2020). 

Therefore, studies with a 

combination of  explanatory and 

descriptive information will receive 

higher ratings. 

ii) Schools and 

population 

taking part in 

the research  

 

3= HIGH  

At least 4 schools are involved in the 

research and data is collected from 

both male and female students. 

2= MEDIUM  

2 to 3 schools are involved in the 

research. Study may include male 

and/or female students. 

In order to increase the reliability 

and validity of the findings, studies 

should be carried out across more 

than 1 setting. The more schools that 

are taking part in the research, the 

more representative the study will be 

of the population (Borovicka et al., 

2012). Hence the findings will be 

more generalisable. Therefore, 

studies that are carried out in 

multiple schools will receive higher 

ratings. 
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1= LOW  

Only 1 school is involved in the 

research. Study may include males 

and/or female students. 

 

iii) Outcome 

measures  

3 = HIGH  

All three outcomes are measured; 

affective attitude, behavioural intent 

and knowledge of autism. 

2 = MEDIUM  

At least two of the following 

outcomes are measured; affective 

attitude, behavioural intent and 

knowledge of autism. 

1 = LOW  

Only one of the following outcomes 

are measured; affective attitude, 

behavioural intent and knowledge of 

autism. 

Attitude is comprised of three 

elements, affective attitude, 

behavioural intention and knowledge 

(Hume & Campbell, 2019). Studies 

on autism awareness interventions 

have varied in their findings. When 

multiple components of attitude is 

measured it gives a more reliable 

outcome overall. Therefore, studies 

that measure all three elements of 

attitude will receive higher ratings. 

 

Study  

WOE C Rating  

 

Averaged score to give WOE C 

final rating  

 
Cambell (2007) i = 2 

ii = 1 

iii = 3 

2 

Fleva (2014) i = 3 

ii = 1 

iii =  2 

2 

Fleva (2015) i = 3 

ii = 2 

iii = 2 

2.3 

Ranson and 

Byrne (2014) 

i = 3 

ii = 1 

iii = 3 

2.3 
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Staniland and 

Byrne (2013) 

i = 3 

ii = 1 

iii = 3 

2.3 

Tonnsen and 

Hahn (2016) 

i = 2 

ii = 3 

iii = 1 

2 

 

WOE D Rating  

Study  

WOE A 

Rating  

 WOE B 

Rating 

WOE C 

Rating 

Averaged scores to give overall 

WOE D rating  

 
Cambell (2007) A = 1 B = 1 C= 2 1.3 

Fleva (2014) A = 1 B = 1 C= 2 1.3 

Fleva, (2015) A = 2 B = 2  C= 2.3 2.1 

Ranson and 

Byrne (2014) 

A = 3 B = 3  C= 2.3 
2.8 

Staniland and 

Byrne (2013) 

A = 3 B = 3 C= 2.3 
2.8 

Tonnsen and 

Hahn (2016) 

A = 2 B = 2 C= 2 
2 
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Appendix F: MIREC Ethics Approval Confirmation 
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Appendix G: Pre – and Post Intervention Questionnaire  
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Appendix H: Information Letter and Consent/Assent Documents 

Parent/Guardian Information Sheet  

  

Study Title: Exploring the Impact of Educating All Learners About Autism in Secondary School 

Who is conducting the study? The study is being conducted by a post-graduate researcher in Mary Immaculate 

College, Elaine O’Keeffe. 

What is the study about? AsIAm is Ireland’s National Autism Charity. The purpose of the research is to seek 

to capture the impact of AsIAm’s Autism Awareness Workshop for Secondary School students. This initiative 

seeks to increase student’s understanding of autism and foster autism-friendly schools. The research project 

aims to capture participants’ perspectives of the Autism Awareness Workshop. Specifically, it aims to explore 

the impact of the workshop on participant’s knowledge of autism, their attitudes and intentions to interact with 

people with autism. Following this, Phase 2 will involve interviews to investigate common themes identified in 

Phase 1.  

Why is it important? This research will help people to understand the impact of educating students about 

autism and the best way to continue raising awareness about autism amongst school students in the future.  

Who can participate? All 1st and 2nd years in your school have been invited to participate in the research.  

What will I have to do? A link to an online consent form has been emailed to you by the school. If you are 

happy to give consent for your child to participate in this research you can type your child’s name into the 

consent form and tick the consent box. 

What does my child have to do?  Your child will complete 2 surveys It is expected that each survey will not 

take longer than 20 minutes. In total your child’s participation in Phase 1 should take 40 minutes. Your child’s 

school have allocated time during the school day for participants to complete the two surveys in the computer 

room. At the end of Phase 1, participants have the option to volunteer for an interview with the researcher in 

Phase 2. These interviews will be completed in school during the school day and will take approximately 40 

minutes. 

Can my child withdraw from the study? Your child’s participation is voluntary and they are under no 

obligation to participate. They can withdraw at any point before or during your participation in the study without 

providing any reason and without any consequences. If you wish to withdraw your child’s data afterwards you 

can do so by contacting the researcher. 

How will my child’s information be used? This consent form will be stored in a secure password protected 

USB, accessible only by the research. It will be stored separately to the identification numbers so that your 

child’s data remains anonymous. A unique identification number will be generated for all participants who 

consent to take part in the research. Your child will not be asked to provide their name or any other identifying 

information in the research. Your child’s teacher will use the unique identification number to inform the 

researcher of participants who have and do not have special educational needs. For example participant 64 has 

Autism, participant 23 has other special educational needs, participant 10 does not have special educational 

needs. This information will never be connected to participants names, only their identification numbers and it 

will only be shared with the researcher. Participants who volunteer to take part in the interviews in Phase 2 will 

tick a box at the end of the survey. The researcher will inform the teacher of the participants who would like to 

take part in the interviews using their identification numbers. This ensures participant’s names are never 

connected to their data. The researchers will have custody of data. The study will adhere to all relevant 

requirements in terms of data protection, GDPR, anonymity and confidentiality. The anonymised research data 
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and findings will be retained in a secure location for a minimum of three years after the submission of the 

research project, in line with Mary Immaculate College Research Management Retention Schedule. The 

information from this research will be used as part of a doctoral thesis, to inform future school interventions and 

for possible journal articles and conference proceedings.  

Principal Investigator Contact Details: Elaine O’Keeffe  14157985@micstudent.mic.ul.ie 

Research Supervisors Contact Details: Dr Laura Ambrose laura.ambrose@mic.ul.ie and Dr Keeley White 

keeley.white@mic.ul.ie. 

This research study has received Ethics approval from the Mary Immaculate College Research Ethics 

Committee (MIREC). If you have any concerns about this study and wish to contact an independent authority, 

you may contact: Mary Collins, MIREC Administrator, Mary Immaculate College, Limerick 

Telephone: 061-204980 E-mail: mirec@mic.ul.ie  

  

mailto:14157985@micstudent.mic.ul.ie
mailto:laura.ambrose@mic.ul.ie
mailto:keeley.white@mic.ul.ie
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Parent/Guardian Informed Consent Form   

 

Study Title: Exploring the Impact of Educating All Learners About Autism in Secondary School 

1. I have read and understand the participant information sheet.  

2. I understand what the project is about, and what the results will be used for.  

3. I understand that I am agreeing for my child to participate in the research surveys. 

4. I understand that I am agreeing for my child to participate in the research interviews if they 

wish to do so. 

5. I understand that all the research will take part during the school day.  

6. I am fully aware of all of the procedures involving my child, and of any risks and benefits 

associated with the  

7. study.  

8. I understand that my child’s teacher will anonymously inform the researcher if my child has 

special educational needs and this information will only be connected to identification 

number and not their name. 

9. I know that my child’s participation is voluntary and that they can withdraw from the project 

at any stage without giving any reason.  

10. I am aware that my child’s results will be kept confidential.  

Child’s name: ___________________ 

Child’s year group     1st Year    2nd Year 

By ticking this box, I give informed consent to my child participating in the research   
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Participant Information Sheet – (Phase 1 Surveys) 

 

Study Title: Exploring the Impact of Educating All Learners About Autism in Secondary School 

Who is conducting the study? The study is being conducted by a post-graduate researcher in Mary Immaculate 

College, Elaine O’Keeffe. 

What is the study about? AsIAm is Ireland’s National Autism Charity. The purpose of the research is to seek to 

capture the impact of AsIAm’s Autism Awareness Workshop for Secondary School students. This initiative seeks 

to increase student’s understanding of autism and foster autism-friendly schools. The research project aims to 

capture participants’ perspectives of the Autism Awareness Workshop. Specifically in Phase 1, it aims to explore 

the impact of the workshop on participant’s knowledge of autism, their attitudes and intentions to interact with 

people with autism. Following this, Phase 2 will involve interviews to investigate common themes identified in 

Phase 1.  

Why is it important? This research will help people to understand the impact of educating students about autism 

and the best way to continue raising awareness about autism amongst school students in the future.  

Who can participate? All 1st and 2nd years in your school have been invited to participate in the research.  

What will I have to do? A link to the questionnaire will be emailed to you by your school, which will include 

informed consent. If you give consent to participate in the research you will be asked to complete the online survey 

on two occasions and return to the researchers electronically. You will also be asked to attend the Autism 

Awareness Workshop with participants in your year group.  

How long will it take? It is expected that each survey will not take longer than 20 minutes. In total your 

participation in Phase 1 should take 40 minutes. Your school have allocated time during the school day for 

participants to complete the two surveys in the computer room. 

How will my information be used? Your parent/guardian has typed your name on the parent/guardian consent 

form. This is to ensure that only students with parental/guardian consent are invited to take part in the research. A 

unique identification number has been generated for you so you will not be asked to provide your name or any 

other identifying information in the research. Your teacher will use the unique identification number to inform the 

researcher of participants who have and do not have special educational needs. For example participant 64 has 

Autism, participant 23 has other special educational needs, participant 10 does not have special educational needs. 

This information will never be connected to participants names, only their identification numbers and it will only 

be shared with the researcher. Participants who volunteer to take part in the interviews in Phase 2 will tick a box 

at the end of the survey. The researcher will inform the teacher of the participants who would like to take part in 

the interviews using their identification numbers. This ensures participant’s names are never connected to their 

data. The researchers will have custody of data. The study will adhere to all relevant requirements in terms of data 

protection, GDPR, anonymity and confidentiality. The anonymised research data and findings will be retained in 

a secure location for a minimum of three years after the submission of the research project, in line with Mary 

Immaculate College Research Management Retention Schedule. The information from this research will be used 

as part of a doctoral thesis, to inform future school interventions and for possible journal articles and conference 

proceedings. Your participation is voluntary and you are under no obligation to participate. You can withdraw at 
any point before or during your participation in the study without providing any reason and without any 
consequences. If you wish to withdraw your data afterwards you can do so by contacting the researcher.  

Principal Investigator Contact Details: Elaine O’Keeffe  14157985@micstudent.mic.ul.ie Research 

Supervisors Contact Details: Dr Laura Ambrose laura.ambrose@mic.ul.ie and Dr Keeley White 

keeley.white@mic.ul.ie. This research study has received Ethics approval from the Mary Immaculate College 

Research Ethics Committee (MIREC). If you have any concerns about this study and wish to contact an 

independent authority, you may contact: Mary Collins, MIREC Administrator, Mary Immaculate College, 

Limerick. Telephone: 061-204980 E-mail: mirec@mic.ul.ie  

mailto:14157985@micstudent.mic.ul.ie
mailto:laura.ambrose@mic.ul.ie
mailto:keeley.white@mic.ul.ie
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Informed Assent Form (Phase 1 Surveys)  

 

Study Title: Exploring the Impact of Educating All Learners About Autism in Secondary 

School 

1. I have read and understand the participant information sheet.  

 

2. I understand what the project is about, and what the results will be used for.  

 

3. I understand that I am agreeing to participate in the Phase 1 by completing two 

surveys. 

 

4. I am fully aware of all of the procedures involving myself, and of any risks and 

benefits associated with the study.  

 

5. I understand that my teacher will anonymously inform the researcher if I have special 

educational needs and this information will only be connected to identification 

number and not my name. 

 

6. I know that my participation is voluntary and that I can withdraw from the project at 

any stage without giving any reason.  

 

7. I am aware that my results will be kept confidential.  

 

By ticking this box, I give informed consent to participating in the research   
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Participant Information Sheet – (Phase 2 Interviews) 

 

Study Title: Exploring the Impact of Educating All Learners About Autism in Secondary School 

Who is conducting the study? The study is being conducted by a post-graduate researcher in Mary Immaculate 

College, Elaine O’Keeffe. 

What is the study about? AsIAm is Ireland’s National Autism Charity. The purpose of the research is to seek to 

capture the impact of AsIAm’s Autism Awareness Workshop for Secondary School students. This initiative seeks 

to increase student’s understanding of autism and foster autism-friendly schools. The research project aims to 

capture participants’ perspectives of the Autism Awareness Workshop. Specifically it aims to explore the impact 

of the workshop on participant’s knowledge of autism, their attitudes and intentions to interact with people with 

autism.   

Why is it important? This research will help people to understand the impact of educating students about autism 

and the best way to continue raising awareness about autism amongst school students in the future.  

Who can participate? All 1st and 2nd years in your school who attended the Autism Awareness Workshop have 

been invited to participate in the research.  

What will I have to do? You will be asked to sign an informed consent form. You will be asked to participate 
in a semi- structured interview with the researcher in school during the school day.  

How long will it take? It is expected the interview will not take longer than 40 minutes. Your school have 
allocated time during the school day for participants to participate in the interview with the researcher. The 
feedback session will take approximately 15 minutes. 

Can I withdraw from the study? Your participation is voluntary and you are under no obligation to participate. 

You can withdraw at any point before or during your participation in the study without providing any reason and 

without any consequences If you wish to withdraw your data afterwards you can do so by contacting the 

researcher. 

How will my information be used? Your interview will be recorded on the researcher’s dictaphone, which will 
be stored in a locked filing cabinet, accessible only by the researcher. The transcription will be anonymised and 
pseudonyms (fake names) will be used when writing the research report. No identifying information (name, 
school etc.) will be included in the transcription or final research report. Your signed consent form will be stored 
separately to your interview transcription in order to maintain anonymity and confidentiality. The researchers 
will have custody of data. The study will adhere to all relevant requirements in terms of data protection, GDPR, 
anonymity and confidentiality. The anonymised research data and findings will be retained in a secure location 
for a minimum of three years after the submission of the research project, in line with Mary Immaculate College 
Research Management Retention Schedule. The information from this research will be used as part of a doctoral 
thesis, to inform future school interventions and for possible journal articles and conference proceedings. 

Principal Investigator Contact Details: Elaine O’Keeffe  14157985@micstudent.mic.ul.ie                           

Research Supervisors Contact Details: Dr Laura Ambrose laura.ambrose@mic.ul.ie and Dr Keeley White 

keeley.white@mic.ul.ie.  

This research study has received Ethics approval from the Mary Immaculate College Research Ethics Committee 

(MIREC). If you have any concerns about this study and wish to contact an independent authority, you may 

contact: Mary Collins, MIREC Administrator, Mary Immaculate College, Limerick.  Telephone: 061-

204980 E-mail: mirec@mic.ul.ie  

mailto:14157985@micstudent.mic.ul.ie
mailto:laura.ambrose@mic.ul.ie
mailto:keeley.white@mic.ul.ie
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Informed Assent Form (Phase 2 Interviews)  

 

Study Title: Exploring the Impact of Educating All Learners About Autism in Secondary 

School 

 

1. I have read and understand the participant information sheet.  

 

2. I understand what the project is about, and what the results will be used for.  

 

3. I understand that I am agreeing to participate in the Phase 2 Interviews of this project.  

 

4. I am fully aware of all of the procedures involving myself, and of any risks and 

benefits associated with the study.  

 

5. I know that my participation is voluntary and that I can withdraw from the project at 

any stage without giving any reason.  

 

6. I am aware that my results will be kept confidential.  

 

Signatures:  

Participant: __________________________  Date: _______________________  
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Appendix I: Recruitment Advertisement for Schools 
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Appendix J: Autistic Student Semi-Structured Interview Guide 

Introduction 

Informed Consent – revisited. 

Did you attend the Autism Awareness workshop? 

Autistic person, a person with autism, a person on the autism spectrum 

 

Beans and Cups Activity 
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Diamond Ranking Activity 

– Most important to least important supports in school. 

 
 

– Most worrying to least worrying things about school. 
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Reflections on the Autism Awareness Workshop 

What parts of the workshop did you like/dislike? 

Did you learn anything in the autism awareness workshop? 

How did you feel about other students learning about autism in your school? 

Do you think the autism awareness workshop impacted your peers’ understanding of autism/ 

attitudes/ behaviours towards autistic peers? 

Have you noticed any changes in the way other students interact with you since the workshop 

or not?  

How can the Autism Awareness Workshop be improved? 
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Ideal Classmate Activity 

Describe the characteristics of an ideal classmate? (add drawings and words to the outline- 

explanations encouraged) 

 
 

Inclusion 

Who has a role in school to help you feel included? 

How can autism acceptance be promoted in schools? 

 

Do you have any autistic peers? What is it like? 

 

Are there other groups of students who you think could be included better in school? 
 

Closing: Thank you for sharing your experiences with me. Do you have anything else that 

you want to ask, or is there anything I didn’t ask you that you would like to talk about?  
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Appendix J: Peer of autistic Student Semi-Structured Interview Guide 

Introduction 

• Informed Consent – revisited. 

• Tell me a little bit about your school? 

• Do you know any autistic people? (family, friends, in school?) 

 

Feedback on the Autism Awareness Workshop 

• What did you think of the Autism Awareness Workshop?  

• What parts of the workshop did you like/dislike?  

• Why do you think students in your school learn about autism?  

• Do you think students should learn about autism or not? 

• How can the Autism Awareness Workshop be improved? 

• What does autism mean to you? 

 

Exploring the impacts of the Workshop 

• What new information did you learn in the Autism Awareness Workshop? 

• How has the workshop impacted you?  

• Has the autism awareness workshop changed your understanding of autism or not? 

• How has the autism awareness workshop changed your attitude towards autistic 

peers? 

• Have you interacted with anyone with autism since the workshop? 

• Did you interact differently than you would have before the workshop? 

• Now that students in your school attended the workshop, how do you think it impacts 

autistic students in your school? 

• Do you think students should learn about autism in school or not? 

 

Inclusion 

• Who has a role in school to help autistic students feel included? 

• How can autism acceptance be promoted in schools? 

• How can schools be more inclusive of autistic young people? 

• What do you think whole school inclusion means. 

• Are there other groups of students who you think could be included better in school? 

 

Closing 

Thank you for sharing your experiences with me. Do you have anything else that you want to 

ask, or is there anything I didn’t ask you that you would like to talk about?  
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Appendix K: Sample Transcript with Coding 

 

Pseudonym of young person: Tara  

Participant information: This is a 1st year autistic student, who is enrolled in the 

mainstream classes in the secondary school. 

Prior to transcription: the interviewer introduced herself to the participant and the 

interviewer and participant engaged in the Informed assent process. 

 

Beans and Cups Activity 

 
 

Interviewer: So this our first activity and this is called the beans and cups activity. There are 

three cups. It, says true, not true and unsure. So I'm going to give you some statements and 

you can tell me in your opinion for you, is it true, not true or unsure? 

Tara: OK. 

Interviewer: And for each statement you can put one bean into the cup that you agree with. 

So our first one is ‘I have friends at school’.  

Tara: (True)  

Interviewer: Tell me about your friends. 

Tara: So I have quite a few friends. Most of them are very kind. Some I get into fights with 

but not all the time. I don't have usual fights with them. Not that much, but a few of my 

friends are very nice. 

Interviewer: Are they in your class? 
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Tara: Yes, most of them. 

Interviewer: The next one is about your classmates. So ‘my classmates like me the way I am’. 

Tara: (True) 

Interviewer: Tell me more about them. 

Tara: Lots of people like me, the way I am. Not many people judge me, based on who I am or 

what I do. 

Interviewer: And how do you know your classmates like you? 

Tara: They normally hang out with me. They enjoy my company. They give me compliments 

sometimes. 

Interviewer: I see. This one says ‘there is an adult I can talk to if I ever have problems in 

school’. 

Tara: (True). 

Interviewer: What adults can you talk to? 

Tara: I can talk to Miss X or Miss Y. There's always, Miss Y. I like Ms Y to talk to 'cause she 

normally has a solution for everything. 

Interviewer: And what does it feel like to be able to talk to adults in your school? 

Tara: It feels good to know that I can talk to someone without being like judged or them, 

concerning too much about the problem in a way that they won't listen to the rest of the 

problem. That's kind of what my parents do, they listen to the first part of the problem and 

then they get really concerned and then they don't listen to the rest of the problem. 

Interviewer: OK, so you like to move on to problem solving. 

Tara: Yeah 

Interviewer: Can you problem solve with your friends? 

Tara: yeah. 
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Interviewer: So the next one is, ‘I feel happy being in school’. 

Tara: (True) 

Interviewer: Tell me what makes you happy about school? 

Tara: I'm happy to be in school because first of all, some classes are really fun and some 

teachers are really good. Some teachers, eh, they’re ok. Being with my friends. Lockers, I 

like the lockers and how I can have my own space in them. It's like having my own room, but 

like, locker form, but they're a bit small. 

Interviewer: Yeah, and are the lockers in a classroom or in the hallways? 

Tara: In the hallways. Sometimes it's hard to get to them. I have to be first to get there and to 

like, get all my stuff, yeah? 

Interviewer: Tell me more. 

Tara: So it's like there's 3 lockers in one column. And I'm on top, so if I if I get there first, I 

can get my books easily. But normally I have to wait for the other two people to get their 

books from down below. And then get my books. 

Interviewer: Yeah, I see. So the next one is ‘I feel included in school’. 

Tara: (True) 

Interviewer: True, tell me more about this. 

Tara: I feel included at school because it's not like anyone trying to... . They would normally 

explain stuff to me if I'm not getting it or if I'm doing something they’ll always feel like I 

should be included in everything. 

Interviewer: And what kind of things do you feel included in? 

Tara: I feel included in conversations at lunch. I feel included in class assignments. I feel 

included in chats with my friends. I feel included in lessons. 

Interviewer: And what kind of good things do people do in your school to help you feel 

included? 
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Tara: Give me breaks. Help me asking for help, I have a big problem with asking for help. 

Giving me after work when I don't have enough. Or giving me help if I'm struggling in class? 

Interviewer: Very good and what kind of things do students do in your school to help you feel 

supported or feel included. 

Tara: Well, my friends, they helped me feel supported because, if I'm feeling upset or a little 

angry, we normally chat it out. And enjoy lunch while having chat. 

Interviewer: And is there anything that's going on in school that you wish people would do? 

Tara: I wish people would learn more about autism, because in the autism talk with Hannah 

and not many people were there like not a lot of people from first year were there. Some 

people, they kind of stereotype people with autism. As in mostly I got someone that who said 

that, Oh yeah, I thought autism was just for boys but girls can have it too so. 

Interviewer: Yeah, that was really interesting. So about 30 people in first year went to the 

autism awareness talk. How many people do you think in your future should go? 

Tara: I think like out of the 62 in first year, I think like 40 or 50 should have gone and so 

more could be more people could know about autism. 

Interviewer: And what would the benefits or drawbacks would be? 

Tara: Benefits would be, because not many people know I have a autism because I don't 

really share that much. So if I could come out with autism and not be judged by that, yeah. 

Tara: So yeah. 

Interviewer: That's a really good point. And why do you think the students in your school did 

learn about autism. 

Tara: Some of them want to be more understanding. Some of them are good friends of people 

with autism. Some of them just wanted to get to know and then some of them just wanted to 

skip class. 

Interviewer: Yeah, that happens, doesn't it. Do you think students should learn about autism? 

Tara: Yes, I think it should be like a subject. 
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Interviewer: So you think it should be a continuous thing in school? 

Tara: yeah. 

Interviewer: How regular do you think it should be? 

Tara: Twice a week, once a week. Learning about other things too like dyslexia, dyspraxia, 

different special needs. 

Interviewer: Oh, how would that help? 

Tara: That would help because some students, they don't just have one special need, they 

have multiple and not many people know about people with dyspraxia or people with 

dyslexia or people with autism or people with ADHD. So I would like like for an awareness 

at class for that. 

Interviewer: That's a really cool idea, and who do you think should give the class? 

Tara: I think, either Miss X or Miss Y or someone from the XXX (autism class), because 

they're mostly around people with special needs or even Miss Z. (X,Y and Z are pseudonyms 

for teachers named). 

Interviewer: How would it help, say students with dyslexia or dyspraxia if other students in 

school learned about it? 

Tara: It would help them to get less confused when people are talking about special needs. 

See, I know several people in our year with dyslexia and sometimes we have to explain to 

people who don't have dyslexia, about what dyslexia does and how it's not the same for 

everyone because they just stereotype it to one person they know. 

Interviewer: Yes, ah. And here is our last statement for this activity. ‘School makes me feel 

anxious’. 

Tara: Would unsure count as sometimes? (unsure) 

Interviewer: Yeah, it's kind of like a sometimes. Tell me about that. 

Tara: Sometimes because like there’s the older students and like they're walking around and 

they're like giants and I'm just like, why are they so tall? And it's like it's just nerve wracking 
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how you have to walk past them all the time and you're scared of how they might judge you if 

you walk past them wrongly, or weirdly. 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm, and are you afraid that you might walk past them wrongly? 

Tara: yeah. 

Interviewer: And might be something to do with having autism or just being it a student in 

first year? 

Tara: Being a student in first year. That's because one time when I was in the hallway with 

my friends, and then these third years walked past us and was like, ‘these corridor smells of 

first years’ and I was like huh? And yeah, I don't really get why older years don't like the first 

years. 

Interviewer: Oh, it's a tricky one. OK, well I have some more questions. What does inclusion 

mean to you inclusion means? 

Tara: Inclusion means, being included, being there as in physically, mentally, and everyone 

knows you are there in the conversation. So you're like saying stuff here include including or 

giving stuff to the conversation or giving stuff to the activity. 

Interviewer: You're active in it? 

Tara: Yeah. 

Interviewer: And what does autism mean to you? 

Tara: Autism, I think it means, it's something that I'm born with. I cannot change it. It's not so 

much as a disability as an advantage. Because sometimes autism can be a real advantage. 

Sometimes it can be a disadvantage, I've known from younger years. But the advantages are 

it's actually really good for problem solving for me and it can help me in maths because most 

of the time I'm ahead of my class by seven questions, so yeah. There's the advantages of 

thinking outside the box, my favorite, and being creative. 

Interviewer: Wow, you like to do creative things? 

Tara: So I like designing pictures. I like designing and clothes I like and taking pictures. 

Everything about pictures. I like to read. 
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Interviewer: You have so many strengths and what kind of disadvantages might there be 

sometimes? 

Tara: Well overwhelming, Overwhelming feelings. The anxiety that comes with it. The 

stereotypes with them and if you come out, it's more likely that people will treat you 

differently than treat you the same as you were. 

Interviewer: Tell me more about that. 

Tara: I was more likely to be. My friends, I got lucky with my friends because I explained to 

them what autism was way before the talk [autism awareness workshop] and they understood 

and they treat me the exact same way. But then there's some people who wouldn't have 

treated me the exact same way as before when they learned I had autism. Some people in 

class maybe, and they didn’t treat me the same as before. 

Interviewer: So when they find out that you had autism. 

Tara: They found out at the start of the year because someone said something really rude 

about autism and I was like, I stood up and said I have autism. And so yeah. 

Interviewer: Very good and how do you think it changed the way they treated you? 

Tara: They were a little more cautious around me. A little less talkative around me. Kind of 

stays away. 

Interviewer: And since the Autism Awareness Workshop has their interactions with you, 

changed or not?  

Tara: A few [peers]. We had a fight a few months ago. It ended not so good. But then a few 

weeks later it got kind of better. 

Interviewer: How did it get better? 

Tara: They started talking to me more after the workshop. 

Interviewer: Why do you think that was? 

Tara: I think they understood more about how autism isn't just one type of autism. It's 

multiple things in one. 
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Interviewer: And the fights you had was that before you had the workshop or afterward? 

Tara: Before it. 

Interviewer: So you had the fight, then you had the workshop? And now you think they're 

talking to you little bit more? 

Tara: Yeah. 

Interviewer: And what other reasons do you think this happened? 

Tara: Because the fight has kind of ebbed out and it's kind of more chill in classroom now. 

It’s kind of more quiet and relaxed. 

Interviewer: And was the fight about autism. 

Tara: Am no, it was about another thing, but it was kind of related to my autism because I 

have a certain way of dealing with things and that way wasn’t so good. 

Interviewer: Yeah, I know what you mean. 

Interviewer: Tell me, how has autism impacted your school experience? 

Tara:  I think it impacted it really good, except in the fight. Sometimes there can be 

meltdowns if like something unexpected happens or something bad happens. It's sometimes 

difficult to deal with it, but then again, there are advantages. 

Interviewer: And what advantages is that? 

Tara: There's the advantages of like having a real good time in class and trying to problem 

solve in class and having more time to think about my own personal life after finishing lots of 

questions. 

Tara: So yeah. 

Interviewer: And what do you like to think about your personal life. 

Tara: I like to think about what I’m going to do when I’m older? What am I going to do this 

weekend? Am I going to go over to my friend's house? 
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Interviewer: I see. And what would you like to do when you're older? 

Tara: When I'm older I have several plans. I really want to be an actress, but I have a problem 

with clubs. 

Interviewer: Oh yeah, what's your problem with clubs? 

Tara: I just don't really like clubs. I find that they're very restricting in clubs because I've been 

to several clubs when I was younger and they were very strict and very restricting except for 

this one, club, scouts club, where you got to build whatever you wanted, wherever you 

wanted. 

Interviewer: That sounds really cool and did you go that club for a few weeks?  

Tara: Yes I did. 

Interviewer: Well, this is the last part of this activity.  

Diamond Ranking Activity:  

Most Important (1) to Least Important (9) Supports for Me in School 

Interviewer: I'm going to do another one now. So I have a diamond ranking activity and these 

are all statements. And you can tell me what ones are the most supportive for you and the 

ones that you don’t find as supportive. So number one is the most supportive and then two 

and three are supportive. These are kind of middle ones. And then these are the least 

important things. These are the ones that you really think are important supports, and then the 

least important to go down at the bottom. So there's blue tack on them so you can pick them 

up and stick them on wherever you think they should go? 

Tara: Ok (*she completed the activity- as shown in the picture below). 
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Interviewer: Super, tell me about what you put as the most important? 

Tara: My classmates accepting me for who I am because it's important to accept someone for 

who they are. If they're your friend, if they're family, if they're your relative because you can't 

change who they are no can? They can't even change it so. 

Interviewer: And you said the next important one is this one [points to ‘My classmates 

understanding autism’]. Tell me about that. 

Tara: Our classmates understanding about autism because there are quite a lot of autistic 

people in this school, and I think it's important to understand every type of culture, every type 

of thing in the world, because you might say something, I might be really negative about the 

type of person who they are, so it's good to understand people. I think accepting I'm 

understanding are nearly a mixture that goes really well together because accepting is one 

thing. I accept your apology, but I don't fully understand it. They're two different but very 

similar things, so yeah, but they go really well together. 

Interviewer: OK, so if students have a better understanding of autism, how do you think that 

impacts their acceptance? 

Tara: It's more likely they'll accept, who I am. 

Interviewer: OK. Really interesting, and it's really important that your teachers understand 

you for who you are as well, tell me about that (referencing the sheet). 
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Tara: Well, if my friends and my classmates I need to understand me. Teachers also need to 

understand because they're the ones teaching me and they play a big role in my life, because 

school takes up most of life. And teachers are going to be there, they’re another figurehead 

for most people. So yeah, they need to understand me for who I am. 

Interviewer: You put having your peers understanding you is more important than having 

your teachers understand you. Can you tell me about that? 

Tara: Because most of the time you will see peers outside of school and in school, but 

teachers not as likely. Sure, you’d meet the odd teacher outside of school. But not most of the 

time, whether you see most of your friends outside of school. And you’d see them more so it 

would be better for your peers to understand than teachers to understand. 

Interviewer: Do you think students should learn about autism in school or not? 

Tara: I think it would be beneficial because if teachers are doing it [learning about autism], 

then students should be doing it as well, because well, most students have friends, at least one 

friend with autism and that friend might feel excluded because of the of their autism, so I 

think it's important for at least one person out of every peer group to learn about autism. 

Interviewer: That's really interesting. And let's see, ‘having autistic peers I can talk to’ is a 

support for you (referencing activity sheet). Have you many autistic peers you can talk to? 

Tara: Well, there's someone in second year who, has a severe autism. She doesn't go to XXX 

(the autism class) like me, I'm in my base class. She's really fun. She gets me. She gets how 

not all of us are going to need more support. I don't need as much support as the others in 

some things, but then in some other things we need support. So yeah, she understands. And 

plus she's another girl, I don't really meet a lot of girls with autism. 

Interviewer: So what's that like? 

Tara: It's good because I only know one other girl with autism and she's a relative. So yeah, 

to meet another girl is really good. 

Interviewer: How does that help you? 

Tara: It helps me to know that I'm not alone because most of the time it's autistic boys and 

you know where they are there. Normally you can only see them, and it's most likely that 
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you'll be in a class with like one autistic boy, but not one autistic girl. And it makes me feel 

understood because she's a good friend. We are friends just this year. She kind of understands 

where I'm coming from in a point of view.  Like, support is a big issue because some 

teachers, they give support but don't give it properly. Or some teachers don't give support or 

give support, but like very little of it. 

Interviewer: And what way would you like teachers to support you more? 

Tara: So like homework, there is a lot of writing homework. For some reason when it's more 

technology we use today. But then again, why can't it be oral homework? Because like you 

remember it more if you speak about it, because like I hold, remember a conversation I had at 

the start of. The year, but I don't from a class. 

Interviewer: So you think you should be working to your strengths? 

Tara: Yeah 

Interviewer: that's a really good point.  

Diamond Ranking Activity:  

Most Worrying (1) to Least Worrying (9) Aspects of School for Me  

Interviewer: OK so I have another one for you now. Another diamond ranking activity. So 

this one is about things you worry about in school. So you can put the most worrying things 

up here and then work down to the least worrying things here. And there could be potential 

things to worry about. 

Tara: (*she completed the activity as show in the picture below) 
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Interviewer: So tell me what did you say was the most worrying thing for you? 

Tara: Feeling misunderstood, it's like looking at a one way mirror because you're looking at 

someone you're trying to communicate with them, but all their seeing is something else. 

They’re just seeing their own reflection. It's very hard to communicate, if you feel 

misunderstood because you're feeling like you can't get that point across and it's trying to 

reach up out of the icy pond when the ice is too thick. It's so hard to get up for air. It's trying 

to breakthrough that solid ice barrier between the person and you, but you just can't. It's so 

difficult and so frustrating and it's just very annoying. 

Interviewer: It's an amazing explanation. Have you any more to tell me about that? 

Tara: And feeling misunderstood is like feeling that no one understands you and no one's 

getting the point you're trying to put across. So like if you say, ‘let's go to the park, I think it's 

really good for us to get some air’. They might think, ‘oh, they're just getting us to go to the 

park for a walk. Well, I don't like walks’, when you're trying to get them out for a fun time or 

something to do, and the point isn’t across when you're trying to explain something to them 

in your own words. So let's say I'm explaining a math question to one of my classmates, and 

they don't get it straight away. I keep trying to show them the point and they still don't 

understand. Then they interpreted it another way. Then I'm going to get the question wrong 

for them and then there's a feeling of guilt afterwards for getting the question wrong for them. 

Interviewer: And does that happen you a lot in school that you feel misunderstood or not? 

Tara: Am quite a few times some with teachers as well, some with peers. 
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Interviewer: Yeah? Tell me about it with your peers. 

Tara: My peers, sometimes when I’m trying to get a point across or trying to relate to them, 

they might not interpret it the way and I did in my head. 

Interviewer: And tell me about your teachers. How do you feel misunderstood their teachers? 

Tara: I try and get another. I try and get a point across. So let's say I'm talking about poems 

and how I really enjoy it. And how the author is a bit eccentric. The poet is a bit eccentric and 

they might see that, as in like oh, you just like people who are crazy and that's not what I'm 

doing, I'm trying to relate to the author. 

Interviewer: They can't see that connection that you're making. I see, tell me about homework 

and schoolwork. 

Tara: Homework in school or I just really hate being late for anything. I really hate having 

assignments not done. So like this morning I had Irish now, but like interview. So then I had 

my Irish homework not finished yet, so I was speeding to get it done in PE, because we had 

no PE today and with Mr. XX is out. So I was writing it down real quick. I just hate being 

late for stuff. 

Interviewer: I know, yeah. And what about your peers (referring to sheet). What do you 

worry about with them. 

Tara: My peers, I worry that they won't accept me for who I am in the end, or if I do 

something they might not forgive me. Or if I say something wrong, they might like ignore me 

for a few days. 

Interviewer: oh yeah, and has that happened before? 

Tara: Yeah, not much though. 

Interviewer: OK. I'm going to ask you a little bit about the Autism awareness workshop that 

you were at with Hannah. So what did you think of the autism awareness workshop? 

Tara: I thought it was quite good. But there was one problem with the presentation. Some 

people don't like to be referred to as autistic people. Sometimes they want to be put 1st 

instead of the special needs like people with autism, not autistic people. 
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Interviewer: So, so there's lots of different ways people like the language and what way do 

you like the language? 

Tara: I like to be known as (my first name *Tara), without the special need. Normally it's just 

a background for me, so like, let's say I'm not fully Irish, I wouldn't be known as *Tara who’s 

not fully Irish, I'd be known as just *Tara 

Interviewer: Yeah you just want to be known as yourself. And What would that mean to you? 

Tara: It would mean that I'm not just seen as someone who has a special need and seen as 

myself as my own person, not someone who finds it difficult in stressful situations. Someone 

who is herself. 

Interviewer: Very good and why would it be important for people to see you like that? 

Tara: Because if they only saw the autism, they wouldn't get to know me for who I am. They 

wouldn't get to know me for my problems. Or wouldn’t get to know me for who I am in 

joyful situations? It would be quite annoying. 

Interviewer: You think they might have kind of negative impressions of autism is that it? 

Tara: yeah. 

Interviewer: And do you think your classmates’ attitudes towards autism changed after the 

workshop or not? 

Tara: Quite a bit of change.  

Interviewer: Tell me more. 

Tara: Most people, they ask questions about autism. So like whenever it comes up in a 

situation. They always come and ask someone with autism, ‘Does this ever happen to you?’ 

or ‘Is this what all people with autism are like?’. Or something like that. And then sometimes 

it's me who they ask and I say, ‘It’s different for everyone because for me it might be this, but 

for someone else it’s like this’. 

Interviewer: And is that since the workshop you've been talking about it or not? 

Tara: Yeah, since it. 
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Interviewer: How do you feel about that? 

Tara: I feel, both that they can come to me and talk to me about it [autism], but they're not 

avoiding it [autism] while we're talking. And that they feel comfortable talking about it with 

me. 

Interviewer: Do you think the workshop has changed the way your classmates interact with 

you or not? 

Tara: I don't, not much, no. Except the guy I had a fight with. He is OK now. He kind of talks 

to me more, but my friends don't treat me any differently. I think they're acting like I'm one of 

them. I'm not seen for my autism. I'm not seen that I have problems in certain situations. I'm 

seen as *Tara. A good friend, a loyal friend. A good friend. 

Interviewer: Very good and does the Autism Awareness Workshop support you to feel 

included or excluded in school? 

Tara: I feel included in school. People come in and they talk about certain topics. And then, 

when I was younger, I had no.... . There was no people to come into the school and talk about 

these problems. When I was little in primary school, there was no-one to come and talk about 

that stuff. There was no talks about it (autism). There was nothing. My first primary school. 

They refused to teach my little brother because he had autism and he was nonverbal, so that's 

why I had to move school. So yeah, I had two primary schools. So my little brother he's still 

nonverbal. He's learning how to speak now and it’s a little better. But the problem was that I 

really didn't like my first primary school because of that. So I'm glad that there's someone 

who can come talk to people about it now. 

Interviewer: Thanks for sharing that. And is that something that you think would be 

important to do in primary schools as well? 

Tara: Yes, in primary schools. Because, it's the same with most situations about difficult 

topics. So like the LGBTQ plus community as well, I have little kids aren't taught about it. So 

they're taught the basics, that like all people are straight, there's no such thing as special 

needs, unless you have someone in your family with special. So that could be a problem 

because when I was little, no one understood what I was trying to talk about or how my little 

brother wasn't getting taught the way we were getting taught. So my friends found it difficult 
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to understand me in primary school and how my little brother is finding it difficult. I think his 

classmates should learn about autism as well. Most of them do have autism because he's in a 

special class now. But, when he was in junior infants and senior infants, in primary school in 

the first one, the principal didn't even know how to deal with somebody's autism. It's quite 

important to learn from a very young age about autism, because that sticks more with you. 

Because trying to teach the one and 6th year or trying to teach someone in college about 

autism is a little bit harder from when they're younger. Sure, younger people don't have the 

greatest concept of all, but it'll stick with them for their whole entire life because it was 

prevalent, there were little and they learn from then. whether in college or a secondary 

school, you're more stuck in your ways. You're more ‘this is what I've known from when I 

was little’. 

Interviewer: And do you think that you would have liked your classmates to learn about it or 

not, when you were in Primary school? 

Tara: Yes 

Interviewer: Tell me more about that so. 

Tara: In primary school there was, in my second one, there was one boy in our class who had 

ADHD. And people didn't understand them as much as they should have. And they didn't 

really understand my brother or his friends as much as I would have liked them to have. I 

only figured out I had autism in 6th class, near the end of the year, so I didn't have much of an 

experience with them, because only like one of them found out that I had autism maybe at the 

end of the year, near graduation, so not many knew. So I didn't have as much problems as I 

did with secondary school. It's OK in secondary school with them, but I would have liked it 

to happen in Primary School. 

Interviewer: What do you think about promoting awareness about autism in your school?  

Tara: More students, I think, are learning about it. More students are learning to accept that 

other people are different or have autism. Because, my parents, they didn't really know about 

autism until my little brother came into the world and he found it difficult to speak. So did I 

when I was little because I had, my ear was enclosed, so yeah, that was a hearing problem. 

My little brother had a hearing problem and he's nonverbal, so he's trying really hard at the 

moment to try and speak. But I think it's good that more schools are promoting awareness and 
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acceptance because you can't really change someone with autism. Just the way you can't 

change someone who is happy all the time, bubbly all the time or is sad all the time. You 

can't change that. You can't change who they are. The only thing you can't do is accept them 

for who they are. 

Interviewer: That's a really good point. And what benefits are there then? 

Tara: The benefits of people understanding you more. There's these benefits of feeling that 

you've broken through the ice. You've broken through that one way mirror and to talk to 

people and they'll get you and they'll understand you more than they did before. 

Interviewer: And are there any drawbacks to this? 

Tara: Drawbacks, some students might interpret it the wrong way. I might know all this stuff, 

but still not like the idea or I still not understand. So yeah. 

Interviewer: Did you learn any new information at the Autism awareness program or not? 

Tara: I did learn a few points. I think it's on one of the pages, the true or false game. A 

learning disability was false. I didn't know that. I thought it was a learning disability because 

I have dyslexia and dyspraxia all in one and dyslexia is a learning disability so. I count autism 

as a learning disability because it helps me with most of my learning. 

Interviewer: Yeah, or a learning ability. And how do you think they could improve the autism 

awareness workshop? 

Tara: Come here more often to classes, CSPE, because we were learning about disability. So 

it only was one day out of the whole year. But in that class, we only learned about physical 

disabilities. We only looked at one or two celebrities with dyslexia or dyspraxia or autism. 

And then it was finished. That's all we learned. 

Interviewer: So did you learn about somebody with autism? 

Tara: Gretta Thunberg I think either has dyslexia or autism. 

Ideal Classmate Activity 

Interviewer: Autism, you’re right. And we have activity called my ideal classmate. So you 

can draw on this sheet or write or talk. How would you describe your ideal classmate? 
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Tara: I’ll just talk. It would just be someone who is like kind and respectful. 

Interviewer: Anything else? 

Tara: No that's all. 

Interviewer: And what does whole school inclusion mean to you? 

Tara: Whole school inclusion. It means that the whole school is included in the activity, is 

active in the activity and aren't as sulking off or doing class while other people are doing it.  

Interviewer:  Are there other group of students in your school that you think students would 

like to learn more about or could be included more in school? 

Tara: I think it would to be good to learn about different special needs or people from 

different countries and backgrounds and genders and autism. 

Interviewer: How could we do that? 

Tara: Promote them more in CSPE. Change the class from CSPE because I find that policy, 

or change religion class because I find religion isn't going to help you in life, unless you're 

trying to understand a new culture or because it is literally is a cultural class because in 

religion it's not all about Catholics, whether in about different Hinduism, Muslims. So yeah, I 

think it should be promoted in that class. 

Interviewer: It has been a pleasure to talk to you today, thank you so much. Have you any 

questions for me? 

Tara: No.  

Interviewer: Is there anything I didn’t ask you about that you wanted to talk about? 

Tara: No. 

Interviewer: Well in that case thank you so much for taking the time to talk to me today, I 

have learned so much from our conversation. 
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Appendix L: Excerpt of Codebook 

Coding is on the right side of this page. 

Pseudonyms of autistic students are highlighted in blue 

Pseudonyms of peers are highlighted in green 

Potential 

Themes 

Data Illustrations 

Impacts of 

the workshop 

 

Knowledge 

of Autism 

 

What autistic 

students 

learned 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What peers 

learned 

Tom 

more accurate, kind of more details about people overall, like myself with 

ASD. 

 

be able to understand yourself better. 

 

A lot of it was new information. Like new phrasing, 

 

Dave 

 

I learned that I can accept my ability no matter what it is. 

 

I learned more about how other people are like me and how they 

experience autism and their abilities. 

 

Tara 

 

I did learn a few points. …the true or false game. A learning disability was 

false. I didn't know that. I thought it was a learning disability because I 

have dyslexia and dyspraxia all in one 

 

 

Liam 

I think as long as people with autism are treated as normal people. I think 

it's fine having knowledge, I mean, it’s good to know about it. 

 

 

Tom  

 

I'd say a good majority of them would have learned some new things I, 

myself included. 

 

neurotypical people within the school, would have kind of understood their 

neurodivergent classmates better. 

 Dave 

 

They understand autism because they learned it … and they know that it's 

a real ability like every other abilities that are out there. 

 

Tara 



AUTISM AWARENESS FOR SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENTS 226 

Some people, they kind of stereotype people with autism. … I got someone 

that who said that, ‘Oh yeah, I thought autism was just for boys but girls 

can have it too’.  

 

Rita 

Like sensory processing. 

Some autistic people see things differently than we do and they can be 

more sensitive to like noise and sound and sight.  

 

autism isn’t a learning disability. I thought, it was. 

I see a bit differently now. Not more like a learning disability, but more 

like autistic people just see the world differently. 

 

Sarah 

Like the knowledge. I felt like I learned a lot of stuff I didn't know 

I didn’t know that like there’s lots of different like autistic variables. 

 

Noah 

You might have to be conscious about certain things you say. You might 

not be able to use sarcasm the same, or joke in the same way you might 

with some of your friends. Like there might be a bit too much noise. Like 

I'm a very loud person when I talk to my friends, and that's probably not 

the right thing to do (smiles), but I realize that just kind of change the way 

I talk a bit and that can help. 

 

I realized that I kind of knew briefly that there was a spectrum, but it's a 

much bigger spectrum than I kind of anticipated 

 

Lisa 

If someone who is autistic is having a meltdown, I could try help them in a 

way, because of the workshop. Or just like be able to comfort them if they 

have a meltdown or something or if they had like a sensory overload I 

could help them or like comfort them. 

 

I kind of gained a bit more information and I kind of got to see like on the 

inside what someone with autism might think or is thinking. 

most of them are actually very intelligent., they’re IQ is often average or 

above average.  

 

I think we should be aware that autism is something to do with the brain 

and it can impact how you interact with people 
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Behaviour 

 

Little to no 

behaviour 

changes 

 

Open 

conversations 

about autism 

 

No changes 

in friends 

interactions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rita 

You could ask them if they need anything. 

 

Sarah 

People like don't really talk to them or anything, so like just say like hi to 

them or whatever. 

 

something that they like, something fun, like outside or something. I’d do 

something outside like football 

 

Noah 

I can probably better take care of them if someone came to me with 

something and you know, asked for something, like a caretaker (SNA) 

might. 

 

I think that I interact with them, like mostly the same. But yeah, if the 

opportunity was to arise in like, they needed anything, then like, I could 

give it to them. 

If I was with a student with autism, I’d probably feel I mostly clear in what 

to do and not what to do in case something happened 

 

Tom 

Through their actions and words they would have a better grasp of what 

it's like for me and they would be able to like show respect better, or be 

more respectful and polite towards me without upsetting me as much, and 

other pupils in my class. 

 

A lot of it is quite small things, but when you add them all together, you 

have a bigger picture. There aren't really like moments where people done 

a specific big thing. 

 

there are a lot of small things in the way that people act towards me, but 

overall, could point towards an increase somewhat of their understanding. 

 

I mean there is a small amount of change in people's attitudes and 

behaviours towards me and fellow students. 

 

Dave 

They understand what I'm trying to say, and sometimes it might get 

through, but other times it can't. 

 

Uh, not really. They always. They're my friends and they play with me. 

 

, they've never been rude to autism, but they weren't really talkative about 

it (autism) but now they all are.  

 

Tara 

Most people, they ask questions about autism. So like whenever it comes 

up in a situation. They always come and ask someone with autism, ‘Does 

this ever happen to you?’or ‘Is this what all people with autism are like?’. 
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Some 

Increased 

intentions to 

interact with 

autistic 

students 

 

Or something like that. And then sometimes it's me who they ask and I say, 

‘It’s different for everyone because for me it might be this, but for someone 

else its like this’. 

 

I feel, both that they can come to me and talk to me about it, but they're not 

avoiding it while we're talking. And that they feel comfortable talking 

about it with me. 

 

not much, no. Except the guy I had a fight with. He is OK now. He kind of 

talks to me more, but my friends don't treat me any differently. I 

 

Liam 

I haven’t really interacted. But , I haven’t had an issue. I don't think it 

changed anything for me.  Again, I’ve had such little interaction 

 

I think it’s beneficial, but, like I haven't seen anyone act like I'm more or 

less included? They’ve always did (make me feel included), they’re just 

like that? I think it is positive, but I don't feel any more or less included. I 

just feel like it is normal. 

 

Rita 

Not really. – [no change in her interactions towards autistic peers]. 

 

Sarah  

I'd say hi to them in the corridor, but like I wouldn't really talk to them. 

 

I feel like that they're like. They're more friendly towards autistic students 

now. I think that like, they wouldn't just walk by them like, they'd say hi to 

them and all. 

 

Like if we’d see them in the corridor or something, they’d all give them 

high fives. Because there's this one guy that always puts up his hand for a 

high five. 

 

Noah 

Am they (my interactions) stayed mostly the same. 

I haven't seen anything personally am that's changed. … I'm just more 

conscious now. I don't think in my actions or anything has changed, but if 

the opportunity were to present itself, I would. 

 

Lisa 

they don’t really treat them badly, but they kind of just treat them as if they 

are any other person. 

they know what to do if someone had sensory overload and they’re able to 

deal with it and how to help the person 
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Attitudes 

towards 

autistic 

students 

 

Reduction in 

stigma 

 

Greater 

Compassion 

 

Feel 

respected by 

peers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tom 

there would have been a small increase in some people, maybe not nicer, 

but maybe like am, more understanding. 

 

A few people would have taken it on board and then would have 

understood me better in the long ways and being much nicer - not much 

nicer - but a bit nicer to me. Kind of like understanding of my needs and 

being a bit more able to help. 

 

Liam 

 I don’t really know. If the child is a bully, going to an autism workshop is 

not really going to change them from being a bully. Like 'cause like there's 

other issues that are causing that.  

 

Dave 

now they accept everything about me.   

 

They now care about what I have to say and how I say it and they don't 

care if I screw up, it doesn't matter because they know what I'm trying to 

say. 

 

they don't treat it like a joke, they take it real serious. 

 

Tara 

I think they're acting like I'm one of them. I'm not seen for my autism. I'm 

not seen that I have problems in certain situations. I'm seen as *Tara. A 

good friend, a loyal friend. A good friend. 

 

Rita 

They see autism a bit differently now and can like recognise when autistic 

people are like overwhelmed.  

 

talk taught about people felt like autistic people and how they see things 

differently. 

More people feel like we'll all be able to understand it. 

 

Sarah 

Like you’d know more about them, you wouldn't like just judge them  

you’d have to chat to get to know them before they like get to see them. 

 

I feel more for them, how they can't like express their feelings some of 

them. And like the way that they want to do stuff or something. Because 

some of them can't talk or anything. 

the workshop made me like look more, I don’t know how to say it, but like 

see from their point of view. 

 

I’d say like you'd be more aware and more friendlier.  I feel like, that 

you’d want to interact more because you got to see from their point of 

view. Like, what goes on in their mind and all. 
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I’d be more aware to like people with autism, that I wouldn't just like look 

at them and be like, ‘oh that’s someone with autism’. I’d look at them and 

be like, I don’t know. I’d see them from a different point of view. I wouldn't 

just see them as like autism. Like if you get to know them, they're actually 

like really friendly. They’re actually like so nice. 

 

I can’t just look at someone and judge them, like you have to actually 

know them and they're really nice people. 

 

Noah 

 

I was just thinking, you know, I don't really think there is anything I can do 

this, it might be better for like the caretakers (SNAs) to take care of them. I 

felt like if I talked to them, it might like upset them or something. But then 

afterwards (after the workshop) I realized that, you know, I can just talk to 

them normally, but it have to be conscious of a few things. 

 

I felt that I was more you know, open minded 

I think I can be more understanding of (autistic) people 

, I think it's gotten better. 

 

They probably just wouldn't be seen as weird and that way. So it could 

help people feel a lot more understanding and not just kind of judge them 

someone, when they see someone do something that was, I guess was out 

of the ordinary. 

 

I don't think it helps them [autistic students] directly, but it influences 

others and then it kind of comes back to them [autistic students]  in that 

way. Because if something happens and like, let's say, for example, they're 

like really sensitive to noise, and then they had to like not be in the 

classroom for a while, people probably wouldn’t judge them as much, or, 

you know at all, because they understand that everyone is different in 

certain ways, after doing the workshop 

after the workshop and I found that, if a situation appeared where 

someone is general, has something going on, I knew kind of how to handle 

that, and ask them what was going on and if I already knew they had 

autism, I could assume it was something autism related. 

 

if something happened again, I would not have a negative reaction. 

 

Lisa 

Like be able to talk to them, being more and more welcoming and more 

friendly to students with autism and like would include them more… 

I think it impacted them in a good way because they got an understanding 

of what autism is about? 

How to treat somebody with autism 
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Appendix M: Researcher Journal 
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