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Abbreviations, Acronyms and Working Definitions

(a) From this study:

Academic Activities (AA)
Behaviour Directives
ClonadooS

ClonadooT
Communication Cues

Co-operative Activities
(CA)

Directive Communication
Eliciting Communication
Facilitative Communication

LL

MKO

OE

PD

PCK

Post-PDI
Post-PD (data)

Pre-PDI
Pre-PD (data)

Pre-PDI
RD
Solitary Activities (SA)

(b) Related to autism and

ABA
AS
ASD
Hanen

MTW

Activities that involved teaching

Seek to control/direct the pupils’ behaviour
Clonadoo SNA

Clonadoo Teacher

Expect the pupils to respond

Activities that required input from an adult

Seeks to control/direct the pupil’s verbal
and nonverbal behaviour

Seeks to cajole/tempt the pupils to
communicate

Seeks to maintain the pupils’
attention/interest in the interaction

Learning Logs

More Knowledgeable Other

Overall Evaluation

Professional Development
Pedagogical Content Knowledge
Professional Development Interview

Data influenced by participants'
engagement with professional development
associated with this study.

Professional Development Interview

Data related to time before participants
engaged with professional development
associated with this study.

Pre-Professional Development Interview
Reflective Diaries
Activities the pupil could do independently

autism education

Applied Behaviour Analysis
Autism Spectrum
Autism Spectrum Disorder

An intervention to support children with severe language
delay

More Than Words

XiX



PECs
PEP-3

Social Stories

TEACCH

Picture Exchange Communication System
Psychoeducational Profile Third Edition

Describe a situation and/or other’s perspective, and
suggest an appropriate response

Treatment and Education of Autistic and related
Communication Handicapped Children

(c) Professional qualifications referenced

B Ed
GCEAS

GDSEN
M SC
PGC ASD
PGD Ed
PGDSEN

(d) General

CFG

Crisis Prevention

DEfS
DES
FETAC
IDEA
MCDI
NCLB
NCSE
NRC
PLC
Primary

Rol
Secondary
SEN
SESS
SNA

Bachelor’s Degree in education

Graduate Certificate in the Education of Pupils on the
Autism Spectrum

Graduate Diploma in Special Educational Needs
Master’s Degree in science

Post Graduate Certificate in Autistic Spectrum Disorders
Post Graduate Diploma in Education

Post Graduate Diploma in Special Educational Needs

Critical Friends Group

Strategies to promote a safe environment
Department for Education and Skills (GB)
Department of Education and Skills (Ireland)
Further Education and Training Awards Council
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
MacArthur Communicative Developmental Inventory
No Child Left Behind Act

National Council for Special Education
National Research Council

Professional Learning Community

First level of formal education in Ireland, traditionally
4yrsto 12 yrs

Republic of Ireland

Second level school for pupils aged 12-18 yrs
Special Educational Needs

Special Education Support Service

Special Needs Assistant
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A Content-focused, Social Constructivist Model of Professional Development:

Exploring its Effect on Adults’ Knowledge of Social Communication Development,

on their Style of Interaction and on Pupil Outcomes in Autism Specific Classrooms.

Tish Balfe
Abstract

The number of children diagnosed on the autism spectrum (AS) both nationally and
internationally has increased dramatically. Development of social-communication abilities
is a major difficulty faced by these children. Challenges include attending to others,
initiating and responding to social interactions and using and responding to verbal and
non-verbal communication. Research has shown the positive impact of supporting parents
to adopt facilitative interaction strategies on the social-communication abilities of their
children on the AS. However, there is a paucity of research exploring the impact of
enhancing teachers and school support staff’s knowledge and use of such strategies. In
response to this, a model of professional development was developed by the researcher for
this study. The model was informed by the researcher’s social constructivist view of

teaching and learning.

This study explored the impact of a nine-month professional development initiative on the
social-communication behaviours of a teacher, a Special Needs Assistant (SNA) and a
young pupil on the AS in five different autism-specific classrooms. The research

questions were:

1. Did professional development (PD) in communication-promoting strategies have a

discernible impact on how the classroom adults interacted with their young pupils?
2. What were the effects on the social-communication skills of young infrequent
communicators on the AS when classroom staff participated in the PD initiative?

3. What were the adults’ perceptions of their participation in the social-

communication professional development initiative?

4. How did the presence of an external “More Knowledgeable Other” (MKO) impact

on the adult participants’ learning within this model of PD?
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Using a multiple case study approach, data were collected across five cases using pre and
post semi-structured interviews, formal assessment, observations, reflective diaries,
discussion fora, learning logs, and questionnaires. Qualitative and quantitative analysis

techniques were used to explore the data.

The adults changed their interactive style, decreasing their use of “directive”
communication considerably and adopting a mainly facilitative approach. The duration of
positive shared engagement between the adults and their pupil on the AS increased
significantly. The pupils’ rate of communication increased, particularly their initiations.
The outcomes for the pupils’ language use were mixed. The outcomes were influenced by
the context of the interactions and the pupils’ learning characteristics. The adults reported
significant benefits arising from their participation in the PD for themselves, other pupils
in their class and the school community. The More Knowledgeable Other (MKO) played a

pivotal role in supporting adult learning within the initiative.

The findings from the study suggest that effective professional development for school
staff working with pupils on the AS include pedagogical content knowledge (PCK)
contextualised to the participants’ needs, opportunities for implementation of the PCK, a
MKO to support deeper participant learning and, learning activities that promote

reflection.

XXiii



Chapter One: Introduction

Purpose of Study

This study investigated the effectiveness of a professional development (PD)
initiative which enabled teachers and Special Needs Assistants (SNASs) from five autism
primary school classrooms in Ireland to expand their own use of social interactionist
strategies as a means of improving the social interactions occurring between their young
pupils and themselves. The researcher developed, implemented and evaluated a
framework for PD for staff working with pupils on the autism spectrum (AS) who had not
yet become frequent clear, prelinguistic or linguistic communicators. For the purpose of
this study, this cohort of pupils will hereafter be referred to as infrequent communicators.

This chapter begins with a statement of the research questions. A brief description
of the theoretical framework and research design is presented, followed by an outline of
the purpose of and rationale for the study. The background to the study is then presented,
setting the context for the professional development for school staff working with pupils
on the AS. The background is presented in two subsections: the first relates to autism,
social-communication and language difficulties associated with the diagnosis and how
these difficulties are addressed. The second section looks at professional development of
staff working with pupils on the AS in Ireland. The chapter concludes with an overview of

the whole study.
The specific research questions are-

Does professional development in communication-promoting strategies have a
discernible impact on how the classroom adults interact with their young pupils?

What are the effects on the social-communication skills of infrequent communicators
on the AS when their classroom adults participate in a professional development
initiative which promotes communication?

What are the adults’ perceptions of their participation in the social-communication
professional development initiative?

How did the presence of an “external More Knowledgeable Other (MKO)” impact
on the adult participants’ learning within this model of PD?



Theoretical Framework and Research Design

The study sought to contribute to the improvement of staff knowledge and practice
within autism-specific classrooms, which would ultimately lead to better social-
communication and language outcomes for their pupils. It also sought to explore the
effectiveness of the social constructivist model of professional development adopted, and
whether variables such as individual participants’ traits or quality of participation within
the PD process would lead to differing outcomes. A pragmatic approach (Johnson &
Onwuegbuzie, 2004) was adopted to explore the multiple realities anticipated (Krauss,
2005). This design allowed the researcher to use a combination of quantitative and
qualitative methods to provide a better understanding of the outcomes. A range of data
collection methods were used to explore the research questions including interviews, video
analysis, discussion fora, reflective diaries, learning logs and questionnaires. A multiple
case study design was adopted to capture sameness and unique differences arising from the

PD initiative.
Rationale and Context of the Study

The study was concerned with the impact of developing the professional expertise of
adults working with young pupils on the AS in primary education settings in Ireland with
specific reference to positively influencing those adults’ social interaction styles. The
study’s focus on social interaction should be considered in the context of the social-
communication difficulties commonly highlighted in diagnoses of autism and this chapter
presents a brief overview of those social-communication difficulties, the cognitive and
speech difficulties that may co-occur with autism spectrum disorder, and approaches used
to ameliorate these difficulties. The rationale for focusing on professional development of
adults working in school settings will be discussed in the context of the prevalence of
autism, the educational provision for pupils on the AS in Ireland and the current
professional development provision for staff involved in the education of pupils on the AS

in Ireland.
Social-communication difficulties and autism.

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurological developmental condition
characterised by persistent nonverbal and verbal social-communication and social

interaction difficulties, restricted interests and repetitive behaviours that typically present



from early childhood (American Psychiatric Association (APA), 2013). According to the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual V (DSM-V; APA, 2013), social-communication
difficulties include problems with social-emotional reciprocity such as initiating and
maintaining back and forth conversations and interactions, and with difficulties sharing
attention, sharing interests, emotions or affect with others. Difficulties in social
interactions range from lack of interest in other people to difficulties establishing and
maintaining relationship with peers. Social-communication difficulties experienced by
children on the AS can seriously impair the quality of their engagements with others
(Emam & Farrell, 2009; Robertson, Chamberlain, & Kasari, 2003). Limited nonverbal and
verbal communication skills undermine the influence individuals have on their
environment reducing the control they have over their lives (Brodin & Stancheva-
Popkostadinova, 2009; Buckley, 2003). Lack of ability to have control and to express
needs and wants in a conventional manner may lead to challenging behaviour such as self-

injurious behaviour, aggression, and outbursts (Wetherby, 2008).
Cognitive delay and autism.

Social-communication difficulties vary greatly, ranging from mild to severe,
depending on the level of severity of the disorder, cognitive delay, language impairment
and chronological age (APA, 2013). There is no consensus about the rates of cognitive
delay co-occurring with ASD. Fombonne (2003) suggests that the rate is 70% while Shea
and Mesibov, (2005) report that it is as high as 80%. A study carried out in 2012 across 11
sites in the United States found that, within the population of 3,390 eight-year-old children
screened, 31.6% had an intellectual disability, 24.5% were in the borderline range and 43.9
% were in the average or above average range (Christensen et al., 2016). These numbers
suggest that almost 1/3 of pupils on the AS enrolling in schools have comorbid cognitive
delay. Cognitive delay in conjunction with social-communication difficulties exacerbates
difficulties pupils have in accessing learning. The pupils in this study were all reported to

have co-occurring cognitive delay.

There is also a lack of consensus on the number of children on the AS who do not
develop speech. Earlier research estimated that up to 50% remain nonverbal (Schreibman,
1988; Wetherby & Prizant, 1992), while Bondy and Frost (1995) suggested the rate was as
high as 80%. However, more recent research found that the number of non-speakers with
ASD is reducing. Anderson et al. (2007) followed 84 children on the AS who were two



until they were nine years of age; 29% remained nonverbal (used less than five words
daily) after the age of eight. Wodka, Mathy and Kalb (2013) verified this finding as 30%
of the 535 children on the AS in their study who were nonverbal at four years old remained
nonverbal after the age of eight. The pupils in this current study were all less than eight
years old; one pupil was nonverbal while the other four were reported by their teachers to
be infrequent communicators at the outset. The study sought to explore the impact of
enhanced adult social interaction skills on the nonverbal and verbal communication

abilities of these pupils.
Addressing the difficulties associated with a diagnosis of autism.

To date there are no biological markers that definitively diagnose autism (Volkmar,
Chawarska, & Klin, 2008). Rather, diagnosis is based on the observation of a set of
specific behaviours which indicate the presence of autism. Currently, there is no medical
cure for the disorder. The primary routes for addressing the difficulties are interventions
with the children’s families and through the education system (Bailey, 2008; Jordan, 2008;
Lord et al., 2005; National Research Council (NRC), 2001).

The importance of having high quality teaching occurring in classes to ensure each
pupil on the AS maximises his/her full potential has been acknowledged in several national
and international reports (Daly et al., 2016; Department of Education and Science (DES);
2001, 2006; Department for Education and Skills (DfES), 2002; National Initiative for
Autism: Screening & Assessment (NIASA), 2003; NRC, 2001). Pupils on the spectrum
enrolled in educational settings in the Republic of Ireland spend a minimum of twenty
hours each week under the responsibility of the teacher, highlighting the pivotal role a
teacher has in determining the outcomes for these pupils. This significant influence of
teachers on their lives has been flagged by able adults on the spectrum (Gerland, 2003;
Grandin, 2006; Shore, 2015), with Grandin (2006) stating in a radio interview, “I have
found that the most important thing is a good teacher. Some teachers just know how to
work with a child and get progress and others don't. And you need lots of hours with a

good teacher.”

High quality teaching in any setting requires the teacher to focus on the individual
learner, to understand what methods the learner is using to access learning and what
changes are required to ensure that obstacles encountered by the learner are overcome

(Koenig, 2010). In the context of autism, Jordan (2005) suggests that teachers require



more than formal knowledge of the disorder; they require an understanding of how autism
impacts on pupils on the spectrum as a group, and how autism impacts on each pupil, “at a
particular time and in a particular learning environment” (p. 112). She advises that
teachers require the ability to make changes not only by adapting the curriculum, but also
adapting their pedagogical approach and the environment in which the teaching occurs,
taking into consideration group and individual needs of pupils on the spectrum (Jordan,
2008).

Pupils on the autism spectrum play a pivotal role in their own learning. The nature
of their autism and each pupil’s strengths and needs (learning temperament, cognitive
ability, interests) are pivotal in influencing the level to which s/he accesses learning.
While learning may occur through solitary pursuits (e.g. reading, television, trial and
error), we know from established theoretical and empirical research across the fields of
child development (Bruner, 1981), psycholinguistic (Vygotsky, 1978a) and sociolinguistic
research (Carpenter, Nagell, & Tomasello, 1998), that early communication and language
skills are acquired through adult-child interactions in social contexts. Within this social
constructivist model of communication and language learning in an autism context, the
skills the pupil and communication partner bring to the interaction will impact on the

child’s progress.

The complexities inherent in addressing the educational needs of young pupils on the
AS are exacerbated by the fact that many children on the AS are much slower at making
the transition from prelinguistic stage to the linguistic stage of communication than
neurotypical children (Wetherby, 2008), resulting in pupils who are still in the
prelinguistic stage enrolling in schools. Further, many pupils present in school with gaps
in their prelinguistic social-communication skills. Yet speech is the primary mode through
which the curriculum is mediated. Pupils who are at this very early stage of social-
communication development present teachers with serious challenges in relation to
addressing the national curriculum (DES, 2006; Daly et al., 2016).

An evaluation of education provision for pupils on the AS across a range of settings,
carried out by the Department of Education and Science (DES) in Ireland in 2006,
identified the specific need to address social-communication difficulties, stating that the
curriculum should “...include strategies that help the child understand the purpose and

value of communication. It should address the social aspects of language, such as turn-



taking, active listening, topic introduction, maintenance, and change” (DES, 2006, p. 83).
The issue of curriculum for pupils on the AS has also been highlighted by Jordan (2005),
who believes that pupils on the AS “are entitled to a broad and relevant, not necessarily
balanced, curriculum” (p. 119) and suggests that the curriculum should address the specific
needs of the pupils to maximise their access to learning. In a more recent review of
education provision for Irish pupils on the AS carried out by Daly et al. (2016), principals
and teachers identified the challenge of supporting the learning of some pupils on the AS
because of their lack of attention to their environment. In that same study, teachers of
younger pupils on the AS believed that the requirement to address a range of subjects in
the curriculum took them away from addressing the specific needs of their pupils on the
AS. They reported trying to fit the pupil to the curriculum when often the pupil did not

have the ability to access what was being taught.

Yoder and Warren (2002) advise that if a pupil has not reached the stage of
understanding and using speech then it would be more beneficial to target prelinguistic
skills because these skills “are more within the child’s zone of proximal development than
speech” (p. 1159). Having intact prelinguistic skills provides the children with the same
communicative functions of more conventional communication (Bruner, Roy, & Ratner,
1980). Further, intact prelinguistic skills are thought to be the foundation on which
language is acquired as they elicit responses from responsive communicative partners that
support language development (Warren & Yoder, 1998). Knowledge of pedagogical
approaches to support the development of those absent social-communication skills, and to
support the pupils’ transition from prelinguistic to the linguistic stage of social-
communication, is pivotal for staff working with these developmentally young learners on
the spectrum Jordan, 2005; Ravet, 2011).

A strong body of research identifies the aspects of early communication which
present particular difficulties for children on the AS (Kim, Paul, Tager-Flusberg, & Lord,
2014; Paul, 2008a; Twachtman-Cullen & Twachtman-Reilly, 2007; Wetherby, 2008).
Equally, we know from wider research in early language and communication development,
and from research within the specific field of autism, that particular styles of adult
interaction support the development of these early communication skills (Diken &
Mahoney, 2013; Dunst & Kassow, 2004; Girolametto, Sussman, & Weitzman, 2007,
Kassow & Dunst, 2004; Landry, Taylor, Guttentag, & Smith, 2008; Mahoney & Perales,
2003; Mahoney, Perales, Wiggers, & Herman, 2006; Mahoney & Powell, 1998). Drawing



from the research evidence and from experience as a practitioner in the field, the focus of
this study was the development of a programme of professional development that
acquainted the classroom adults with a repertoire of communication strategies, supported
them in the implementation of these strategies with infrequent communicators in their

classrooms and explored the effectiveness of that professional development.

Supporting Social-Communication and Language Development in Individuals on the
Autism Spectrum

While there is a consensus amongst theorists and researchers about the need to
address the social-communication difficulties associated with autism spectrum disorder,
there is disagreement on how best to address them. Three main approaches have been
used to support the development of communication and language in children on the AS;

behaviourist, or adult directed; naturalistic behavioural and developmental approaches.
Behaviourist approach.

The behaviourist approach (also labelled the didactic or directive approach) uses
teaching techniques derived from applied behavioural analysis (Paul, 2008a). The adult
directs and controls the teaching that occurs in a highly structured environment. The pupil
is in a passive responder role. Teaching techniques include highly repetitive practice of
preselected tasks aided by the use of teaching strategies such as prompts, shaping, chaining
and fading to teach the new behaviours through rote teaching drills. Systematic
reinforcement is used to increase the frequency and consistency of the behaviours being
taught. Data are taken on each presentation of the behaviour to be learned and these are
examined to ascertain whether the skill has been achieved or not. This approach to the
development of social-communication and language skills theorises that language skills,
like any other behaviours, are developed by environmental events that precede
(antecedent) and or follow (consequence) them (Ingersoll & Dvortcsak, 2010). There are a
number of criticisms levelled at this approach to the teaching of social-communication and
language. One of the main criticisms is that the “form” of communication (i.e. speech)
rather than the skills that underpin the development of language. Another criticism is that
the approach ignores the critical role social interaction plays in the development of
communication and language, and such a didactic approach inculcates an imbalanced
communicative relationship (adult always as the initiator, learner always as the passive

recipient) thus reducing opportunities for spontaneous initiations (Volkmar & Weisner,



2009). Also, the opportunities to use what is learned in the massed practice sessions in a
functional and general manner are absent (Chiang & Carter, 2008; Rogers, 2008; Watson,
McComish, Lanter, & Poston Roy, 2004). Further, the communication and language skills
taught in the highly structured environment fail to generalise into other environments
(Woods & Wetherby, 2003).

Naturalistic behavioural approach.

The naturalistic behavioural approach adheres to behaviourist principles and
teaching strategies, while attempting to address the limitations of the didactic behaviourist
model. Teaching within this model occurs incidentally in the context of on-going,
naturally occurring activities such as play or daily routines rather than in a highly
structured environment (normally used in a behaviourist) approach and is initiated by the
learner’s behaviour rather than being adult led. The adult prompts the child to elicit the
target behaviour and the approach encourages reciprocity between the adult and child
(Ingersoll & Dvortcsak, 2010; Rogers, 2008). The interests of the child are used as an
integral aspect of the approach. The main criticisms of this approach are the level of
training required by the teacher to ensure that the procedural integrity of the behaviourist
principles is adhered to within such an unstructured environment (Suhrheinrich et al.,
2013) and that the teacher needs to have the behavioural techniques and principles at
his/her finger tips so that the moment to moment decision making about the learning is
made in a prompt and informed manner (Paul, 2008). Further, the pivotal role of the child
in his/her own learning is not taken into consideration by the teacher in behavioural

approaches.
Social interactionist approach.

The social interactionist approach to communication and language learning (Prizant,
Wetherby, & Ryndell, 2000) is rooted in the social-constructivism perspective of
development (Vygotsky, 1978b). This approach is underpinned by a number of principles
that are in contrast to those of behaviourism. It sees language development as emerging
within the context of affect laden social interactions between the child and the responsive
adult (Wetherby, Prizant, & Schuler, 2000; Woods, Wetherby, Kashinath, & Daly Holland,
2012). It recognises the child as an active participant rather than a passive recipient of
training by the adult (Vygotsky, 1978a; Prizant, Wetherby, & Ryndell, 2000). The adult

recognises the importance of the child’s role and facilitates the child’s participation in the



interaction through the use of responsive strategies that include environmental
arrangements (e.g., by creating motivating contexts, using motivating resources), adjusting
their communication style to match the needs of the child, interpreting all of the child’s
behaviours as communicative and using a facilitative rather than a directive style of adult
interaction (Prizant et al., 2000; Woods et al., 2012). The social interactionist approach
recognises the child’s communicative level and supports social-communication and
language development from there or slightly above that level rather than setting a target
and expecting the child to achieve it (Prizant et al., 2000). Furthermore, this approach to
communication and language learning, places more emphasis on supporting the
development of prelinguistic skills rather than concentrating solely on the development of
speech (Paul, 2008; Rogers, 2008; Woods et al., 2012).

Interventions underpinned by this perspective advocate the establishment of “strong,
affectionate interpersonal relationships” (NRC, 2001, p. 147) as they recognise that the
more the child interacts with the adult the more s/he encourages the adult to interact with
him/her and from these interactive cycles the child’s social-communication and language
strengthens and develops (Girolametto, Sussman, & Weitzman, 2007). Interventions
based on social interactionist approaches are particularly relevant for supporting the
development of communication and language of children on the AS, as the social
disinterest characteristic of autism is acknowledged, and the interventions use a variety of
interactive strategies that help the adult to become more responsive to the child. Social
interactionist interventions that have been used with pupils on the AS and other pupils with
special education needs (SEN) include “Developmental, Individual-Difference,
Relationship-Based model” (DIR) (Greenspan & Wieder, 1999), “Responsive Teaching”
(Mahoney & Perales; 2003; Mahoney et al., 2006) and “Hanen” (Manolson, 1992). These
interventions encourage adults to be observant, to build on what the child does and says
and to use responsive interactive strategies that fo