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ABSTRACT
Individual education plan (IEP) quality is a strong predictor of student outcomes and progress towards their goals. In the 
Republic of Ireland, unlike many other jurisdictions, IEPs are not compulsory, regulated or assessed. Therefore, the aim of 
our co-produced, mixed-methods study was to identify and understand the IEP priorities of the autistic community as well as 
educators supporting autistic students in the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland. In total, 109 participants completed the 
survey. Sixty-five of the participants were non-autistic educators, 34 were autistic non-educators, and 10 were autistic educators. 
Social inclusion, independence and communication were IEP goals prioritised by all participant groups. Promotion of autistic 
well-being was the primary reason for these priorities. The impact of these findings, particularly as they relate to Initial Teacher 
Education, is discussed.

1   |   Introduction

Individualised education plans (IEPs) are widely accepted to be 
an integral part of the framework needed to support inclusive 
and special education (Findley, Ruble, and McGrew 2022; Kurth 
et al. 2021; Ruble et al. 2010). Across many countries, the IEP 
is a multi-disciplinary, team-developed plan that is a legal re-
quirement for every student, who avails of special education ser-
vices (Findley, Ruble, and McGrew 2022). In the United States 
of America (USA), for example, the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act ([IDEA]  2004) dictates that every student with 
a disability is entitled to free and appropriate education, in the 
least restrictive setting possible and the IEP is intended to fa-
cilitate this. The legally prescribed components of an IEP in 
the USA include (1) the student's current level of performance, 
(2) measurable annual goals, (3) strategies to measure student 
progress on the annual goals, (4) supplementary supports and 

service needs to facilitate the student to achieve their goals, 
(5) programme modifications to be provided and (6) the inclu-
sive educational experiences planned for the student (Ruble 
et  al.  2010). Similarly, legislation in Finland requires that the 
implementation of the IEP is assessed annually and includes (1) 
a description of the student's learning abilities and strengths, 
(2) short- and long-term learning objections, (3) communication 
methods and (4) learning supports and materials (Rämä, Kontu, 
and Pirttimaa 2018).

As such, the IEP is an educational map, which describes the stu-
dent's current level of performance and the objectives that are 
responsive to the strengths and needs of the individual student 
(Kurth et al. 2022). However, only a limited number of studies 
have examined IEP content and its effectiveness for autistic stu-
dents (e.g., Findley, Ruble, and McGrew 2022; Kurth et al. 2021; 
Ruble et al. 2010). Nonetheless, in the available research, clear 
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and measurable goals are consistently cited as an integral part of 
any IEP. In their best practice guidelines, the National Research 
Council ([NRC] 2001) identified seven critical content areas that 
are necessary for success in a classroom setting: social skills, 
communication skills, engagement in developmentally appro-
priate activities, fine and gross motor skills, cognitive and aca-
demic skills, replacement of behaviours of concern with socially 
acceptable alternatives and independent organisational skills.

Research examining the quality of IEPs for autistic children 
has repeatedly shown inconsistencies and failures in meeting 
these best practice guidelines. In their seminal study, Ruble 
et al. (2010) set out to develop an IEP evaluation tool to assess 
the quality of IEPs for autistic students aged 3–9 years, who were 
availing of special education in two states in the USA. Results 
showed that the learning objectives did not meet IDEA or NRC 
standards, and if they did, they were not individualised to the 
specific strengths and needs of the student. Furthermore, there 
was a negative correlation between the total number of autistic 
students taught by a teacher and IEP quality. In fact, IEP qual-
ity disimproved with increased experience teaching autistic 
students. Findley, Ruble, and McGrew (2022) set out to achieve 
something similar for transition-aged autistic students by inves-
tigating the IEP quality for these students in their final year of 
high school. 12 years after the Ruble et al. (2010) study was pub-
lished, Findley, Ruble, and McGrew (2022) also found that the 
IEPs did not meet best practice recommendations or the stan-
dards established by federal law.

According to Browder et  al.  (2003), research since the 1970s 
has influenced curricular philosophy and, in turn, curricular 
philosophy has impacted educational goals for students with 
complex needs, including autistic students. Curricular focus has 
gradually evolved from a separate, functional curriculum, to one 
that also addresses social inclusion and self-determination. The 
predominant focus, at present, is general academics (Browder 
et al. 2003; Kurth et al. 2021). However, Browder et al.  (2003) 
cautioned against replacing curricular philosophies with aca-
demics. Instead, they recommended an additive approach, which 
would involve blending functional skills, social inclusion and 
self-determination with academic priorities. Kurth et al. (2021) 
analysed the extent to which 88 IEPs for students with complex 
needs (including autistic students), aligned with the curricular 
philosophies outlined by Browder et al. (2003). Only 26% of IEP 
goals were consistent with modern curricular philosophies and 
centred around grade-aligned academic objectives.

Subsequently, Kurth et al. (2022) evaluated a national sample of 
IEPs for elementary-aged students with complex support needs 
in the USA. Findings were consistent with previous studies, 
showing that poor-quality IEPs were an issue across time and ed-
ucational settings (i.e., segregated and inclusive settings). Kurth 
et al. (2022) stressed that students with complex needs, includ-
ing autistic students, need high-quality IEPs because IEP qual-
ity is a strong predictor of an individual student's outcomes and 
progress towards their goals. However, students with disabilities 
may be the victims of ableism and subjected to low expectations 
when it comes to their social, behaviour and academic planning 
(Giangreco 2020; Kurth et al. 2022). Ableism is any bias or dis-
crimination directed towards people living with disabilities, and 
subtly or directly implies that these people are inferior to their 

non-disabled counterparts (Smith, n.d.). This type of prejudice 
is intertwined with our culturally shared norms and is insidi-
ously operating within the educational structures and systems 
creating IEPs (Timberlake 2020). As a result, Kurth et al. (2022) 
argued that IEPs, at present, are furthering this ableist agenda, 
by seeking to remedy deficits. They recommended that IEPs are 
developed with high expectations, with a student's strengths, in-
terests and priorities to the fore.

In the Republic of Ireland (ROI), although many teachers pre-
pare IEPs for their students, and the National Council for Special 
Education (NCSE) has guidelines in place, IEPs are not legally 
enforced. Therefore, they are not compulsory, regulated or as-
sessed despite provisions outlined in the Education for Persons 
with Special Educational Needs Act (2004) ([EPSEN]; Education 
Bill 2022: Second Stage [Private Members] 2023). Furthermore, 
figures from the NCSE show a 600% increase in special classes 
in the ROI from 2013 to 2023, with autism classes accounting for 
89% of these classes in 2023 (Travers 2023).

In Northern Ireland (NI), it is estimated that 5% of school-aged 
children have received a diagnosis of autism, which suggests 
that NI has one of the highest prevalence rates in the United 
Kingdom (UK; Department of Health 2023). The provision of spe-
cial education services in NI has long been criticised, which has 
subsequently led to a substantive review of the system in 2006. 
However, this review has not yet been completed (O'Connor 
et al. 2023). To qualify for Stage 3 supports (i.e., the student has 
a statement of special educational needs [SEN] and a personal 
learning plan in place), the Education Authority must determine 
that a statutory assessment is needed. Yet, the increasing num-
ber of referrals for autism assessment has resulted in extensive 
waiting lists, which has negatively impacted the mental health 
and well-being of autistic students (Department of Health 2023). 
An overwhelmed system has resulted in deficiencies related to 
the ‘quantity, quality, accessibility and effectiveness of supports 
and services at all stages of the SEN process’, but little prog-
ress has been made to address these issues (Northern Ireland 
Commissioner for Children and Young People [NICCY] 2024, 5).

Given the precarious nature of SEN provision across the island 
of Ireland, as well as the discouraging findings in the interna-
tional literature, our study sought to identify and understand the 
IEP goal priorities among adult members of the autistic commu-
nity, as well as educators supporting autistic students, in ROI 
and NI. The aims of our co-produced study are timely and likely 
to be of interest to multiple stakeholders, both internationally 
and across the island of Ireland (e.g., the autistic community, 
educational professionals, policymakers, autism bodies).

2   |   Materials and Methods

This was the second part of a larger study on autism-related 
language preferences and IEP priorities for autistic learn-
ers in ROI and NI. For pre-registration details, please see 
https://​osf.​io/​zg2ap​. Ethical approval was granted by the 
Research Ethics Committees (REC) of Dublin City University 
(DCUREC/2022/170) and the School of Social Sciences, 
Education and Social Work at Queen's University Belfast (REF 
184_2122).
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2.1   |   Positionality Statement

In line with the recommendations and guidelines set forth by 
the Academic Autism Spectrum Partnership in Research and 
Education ([AASPIRE]; Nicolaidis et  al.  2019), this study ap-
plied a community-based participatory research approach. Our 
team consisted of two autistic community members: one autis-
tic academic and one non-autistic academic. All members of the 
research team had equal power-sharing and decision-making 
capacities throughout all phases of the research process, in-
cluding the development, implementation and dissemination 
of the project (Nicolaidis and Raymaker 2015). Given that both 
academics were Board Certified Behaviour Analysts and full-
time lecturers in the areas of Inclusive Education and Applied 
Behaviour Analysis, respectively, we carefully considered how 
power differentials and learning histories could potentially af-
fect our collaboration and research focus. Therefore, the autistic 
co-investigators played a pivotal role in narrowing the focus of 
inquiry, and they were predominantly responsible for develop-
ing the outreach materials, the adaptation of the survey, the re-
cruitment of autistic participants, and the analysis of qualitative 
data. It was important that the interpretation of the qualitative 
findings was in line with how the autistic community would in-
terpret the themes.

2.2   |   Participants

The respondents had to be 18 years or older and live in ROI or 
NI at the time of the survey. They also needed to meet at least 
one of the following classifications: (a) have a diagnosis of au-
tism or self-identify as autistic, or (b) be an educator who sup-
ported autistic learners in primary or post-primary schools. 
For the first category, we did not limit recruitment to only au-
tistic individuals with a formal diagnosis of autism because of 
the documented barriers to assessment and diagnosis within 
the region (AsIAm  2023; British Medical Association  2019; 
McDonald  2020; Noctor  2023; Rabbitte, Prendeville, and 
Kinsella 2017). We acknowledged that some of the participants 
would be educators who also identified as autistic, so we ac-
counted for this within our analyses.

Participant recruitment occurred between February 2023 and 
May 2023, and we relied on both convenience and snowball 
sampling for both groups of stakeholders. To reach members 
of the autistic community, the autistic team members shared 
the recruitment flyer with their personal contacts and autism-
related groups on social media platforms (e.g., Facebook, 
Reddit). Similarly, both academics targeted educators by sharing 
the flyer with their academic colleagues, research networks and 
social media outputs (e.g., LinkedIn, Facebook, X). In addition, 
they emailed the flyer to all primary, post-primary and ‘special’ 
schools located in ROI and NI.

In total, we had 109 respondents who completed the questions on 
IEP priorities (Part 3 of the survey [see Supporting information]). 
For data analyses, we divided the respondents into three separate 
groups: (1) autistic community members who were not educators 
(i.e., autistic non-educators), (2) educators who were not autistic 
(i.e., non-autistic educators) and (3) educators who also identified 
as being autistic (i.e., autistic educators). There were 34 autistic 

non-educators, 29 of which were from ROI and five from NI. 
There were 65 non-autistic educators who completed the survey. 
Forty-four were from ROI, while the remaining 21 were from NI. 
Finally, there were 10 autistic educators; six from ROI, three from 
NI and one who did not specify their location. The remaining de-
mographic information can be found in Table 1.

2.3   |   Survey Development and Implementation

To promote the accessibility of the survey, we worked closely 
with the autistic community and followed the recommendations 
made by Nicolaidis et al. (2020). The following adaptations were 
made: (1) respondents were given advance access to the survey 
questions through a Google Docs link embedded into the plain 
language statement, (2) ‘hotlinks’ were provided within the plain 
language statement to define difficult vocabulary and clarify 
key terms, (3) prefaces were included to increase understanding, 
(4) simplified and concrete language was used throughout and 
(5) participants could avail of the text-to-speech option within 
the Microsoft Forms survey.

In addition to this, respondents could select their preferred 
mode of participation. The survey could be completed online via 
Microsoft Forms, over the phone with a member of the research 
team or through Microsoft Teams with a member of the re-
search team. With the last option, cameras were turned off and 
the chat feature was available if needed. Only one non-autistic 
educator chose to complete the survey over Teams (see Table 1). 
Once all survey materials had been developed, five independent 
members of the autistic community provided feedback on their 
accessibility, clarity and length. One of these consultants rec-
ommended that person-first and identity-first terms were used 
interchangeably to reduce the potential for bias.

The survey consisted of 42 closed-ended questions and four 
open-ended questions (see Supporting information). It took 
participants approximately 10–20 min to complete. This study 
aimed to identify the IEP priorities for each of the three respon-
dent groups (Part 3 of the survey) and their satisfaction with the 
IEP process (Part 4 of the survey). In Part 3 of the survey, par-
ticipants were given 15 hypothetical IEP goals and were asked 
to select five that were the most important to them. They were 
also asked two open-ended questions about their most-preferred 
and least-preferred IEP goal and why. While it was anticipated 
that all respondent groups would complete Part 4, either as an 
educator who had implemented an IEP or as a student who had 
received an IEP, only two autistic non-educators completed this 
section of the survey. Due to the lack of data from the autistic 
community, we made the decision to exclude Part 4 from our 
quantitative analysis across all groups.

2.4   |   Research Design and Data Analysis

This study employed a convergent parallel design (Creswell 
and Plano Clark  2017), where the quantitative and qualita-
tive data were collected concurrently, analysed independently 
and then interpreted together. Responses to the demographic 
questions and the IEP priorities were collated and analysed 
using descriptive statistics. The qualitative responses from the 
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open-ended questions were analysed by the two autistic team 
members using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006), in 
line with the guidelines for collaborative qualitative analysis 
(Richards and Hemphill  2018). One team member manually 
coded the responses from the autistic non-educators and au-
tistic educators, whereas the other coded the responses from 
the non-autistic educators using QDA Miner software. After 
developing initial codebooks, the two switched data sets and 
re-coded the data using the preliminary codebooks. The two 
authors met again to compare their coding, discuss any dis-
crepancies and necessary modifications were made to the 
codebooks. The authors then returned to their original data 
sets and used the adjusted codebooks to refine themes and 
identify representative quotations.

3   |   Results

3.1   |   Quantitative Findings

Figure 1 presents the percentage of individuals from each par-
ticipant group who selected each of the 15 goals as one of their 
top five priorities. Table 2 provides a breakdown of the top IEP 

goals across the participant groups, including the number and 
percentage of participants choosing these goals.

The top five priority goals selected by autistic non-educators 
(n = 34) were ‘improving physical health and/or mental 
health’ (n = 24; 69%), ‘promoting self-determination’ (n = 22; 
63%), ‘supporting social inclusion’ (n = 16; 46%), ‘improving 
emotional awareness’ (n = 15; 43%) and ‘improving functional 
communication skills’ (n = 15; 43%). For autistic educators 
(n = 10), seven priorities were identified because four of the 
goals were selected at the same rate. These seven priorities 
included ‘supporting social inclusion’ (n = 8; 80%), ‘promoting 
self-determination and autonomy’ (n = 7; 70%), ‘supporting 
transitions’ (n = 5; 50%), ‘improving functional communi-
cation skills’ (n = 4; 40%), ‘developing functional or self-help 
skills’ (n = 4; 40%), ‘reducing meltdowns, aggression and/or 
self-injury’ (n = 4; 40%) and ‘improving physical health and/or 
mental health’ (n = 4; 40%). Finally, the top five priority goals 
selected by non-autistic educators were ‘improving functional 
communication skills’ (n = 49; 75%), ‘developing functional or 
self-help skills’ (n = 41; 62%), ‘supporting inclusion’ (n = 39; 
59%), ‘promoting self-determination and autonomy’ (n = 30; 
45%) and ‘improving social skills’ (n = 30; 45%).

TABLE 1    |    Demographic information.

Autistic educators (N = 10) Autistic non-educators (N = 34)
Non-autistic 

educators (N = 65)

Age 18–24 years—1 (10%) 18–24 years—10 (29.4%) 18–24 years—0

25–34 years—3 (30%) 25–34 years—12 (35.3%) 25–34 years—13 (20%)

35–44 years—4 (40%) 35–44 years—9 (26.5%) 35–44 years—13 (20%)

45–54 years—1 (10%) 45–54 years—3 (8.8%) 45–54 years—27 (41.5%)

55–64 years—1 (10%) 55–64 years—0 55–64 years—11 (16.9%)

65+ years—0 65+ years—0 65+ years—1 (1.5%)

Gender Woman—6 (60%) Woman—17 (50%) Woman—60 (92.3%)

Man—3 (30%) Man—7 (20.6%) Man—5 (7.7%)

Non-binary—1 (10%) Non-binary—8 (23.5%) Non-binary—0

Transgender—0 Transgender—0 Transgender—0

Prefer not to say—0 Prefer not to say—2 (5.9%) Prefer not to say—0

Location Republic of Ireland—6 (60%) Republic of Ireland—29 (85.3%) Republic of Ireland—44 (67.7%)

Northern Ireland—3 (30%) Northern Ireland—5 (14.7%) Northern Ireland—21 (32.3%)

Missing—1 (10%) Missing—0 Missing—0

Ethnicity White—10 (100%) White—30 (88.2%) White—63 (96.9%)

Mixed race—0 Mixed race—3 (8.8%) Mixed race—0

Black—0 Black—0 Black—0

Asian—0 Asian—0 Asian—0

Missing—0 Missing—1 (2.9%) Missing—2 (3.1%)

Survey choice Microsoft Forms—10 (100%) Microsoft Forms—34 (100%) Microsoft Forms—64 (98.5%)

Microsoft Teams—0 Microsoft Teams—0 Microsoft Teams—1 (1.5%)

Phone—0 Phone—0 Phone—0
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3.2   |   Qualitative Findings

Participants were asked two open-ended questions about their 
most-preferred and least-preferred IEP goal, and why they se-
lected that goal. Distinct themes were identified for each partic-
ipant group. Therefore, the results of the thematic analysis are 
presented and discussed according to participant group.

3.2.1   |   Autistic Non-Educators

Analysis of responses from the autistic non-educators identified 
two key themes: (1) Inclusion is a priority, but not solely our re-
sponsibility, and (2) Stimming is a tool, not a problem.

3.2.1.1   |   Inclusion Is a Priority, but Not Solely Our 
Responsibility.  Responses from autistic non-educators 
broadly focused on skills that supported interactions 
and inclusion with others, including self-determination, 
self-confidence, emotional skills, autonomy and independence. 
These types of skills were viewed by many as a priority 
because of the perceived positive impact that integration with 
the general population can have on a socio-emotional level. As 
one participant said

Help with integration and living within society (is 
most important) as I believe a person's quality of life 
is more important than an academic skill.

FIGURE 1    |    Percentage of participants, who selected each of the goals as one of their top five priority IEP goals, across the three participant 
groups.
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TABLE 2    |    Top priority IEP goals across participant groups.

Autistic non-educators 
(n = 34) Autistic educators (n = 10) Non-autistic educators (n = 65)

Improving physical health and/
or mental health (n = 24; 69%)

Supporting social inclusion (n = 8; 80%) Improving functional 
communication skills (n = 49;75%)

Promoting self-determination 
and autonomy (n = 22; 63%

Promoting self-determination and 
autonomy (n = 7; 70%)

Developing functional or self-
help skills (n = 41;62%)

Supporting social inclusion 
(n = 16; 46%)

Supporting transitions (n = 5; 50%) Supporting social inclusion 
(n = 39; 59%)

Improving emotional awareness 
(n = 15; 43%)

Improving functional communication 
skills (n = 4; 40%)

Promoting self-determination 
and autonomy (n = 30; 45%)

Improving functional 
communication skills (n = 15; 
43%)

Improving social skills (n = 30, 45%)Developing functional or self-help skills (n = 4; 40%)

Reducing meltdowns, aggression, and/
or self-injury (n = 4; 40%)

Improving physical health and/
or mental health (n = 4; 40%)
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A secondary facet of this theme relates to the placement of re-
sponsibility for inclusion. Participants emphasised that autis-
tic people do not have a responsibility to adapt to neurotypical 
standards. Instead, they highlighted that working towards true 
inclusion requires a two-sided effort from both autistic people 
and the general population. For example, one participant noted 
that supporting social inclusion was their most important goal 
because it was

More as a way to support society in accepting us for 
who we are rather than ‘fixing’ something about us.

3.2.1.2   |   Stimming is a Tool, Not a Problem.  Many 
autistic non-educators felt that the general population's 
perception of autistic people is problematic, particularly when 
it comes to innate autistic behaviours. On several occasions, 
stimming was highlighted as functional and helpful:

I have had meltdowns, self-harm episodes and 
constant anxiety my whole life until I began the 
process of unmasking and allowing myself to stim.

For many, stimming was a critical part of their lived expe-
rience, acting as a ‘coping mechanism’, and a way to ‘self-
regulate’ and ‘express joy’. Furthermore, participants noted 
that trying to eliminate stimming would be harmful. As one 
participant said

Masking is extremely harmful to the mental and 
physical health of autistic people and should never be 
encouraged, let alone explicitly taught.

3.2.2   |   Autistic Educators

As a group, autistic educators did not demonstrate a preference 
for a specific IEP goal. However, through their responses, they 
clearly indicated that the well-being of their learners was a sig-
nificant priority. As a result, one overarching theme was iden-
tified, which was labelled ‘Prioritising the autistic way of being 
and autistic well-being’.

3.2.2.1   |   Prioritising the Autistic Way of Being 
and Autistic Well-Being.  Mental and physical health, 
the improvement of functional skills and independence, 
reducing meltdowns and shutdowns, and communication were 
the top priorities for this group. Given how these goals interact 
and impact one another, this group appeared to prioritise 
the well-being and daily lived experiences of the autistic learners 
they supported:

Helping students understand their own needs and 
help themselves, you're reducing their reliance on 
others.

Furthermore, they acknowledged the increased incidence of 
anxiety and mental health issues across the neurodivergent 
community. One participant reported that once ‘physical and 
mental health’ are improved, ‘other aspects of life fall into place 

more easily’. Developing learners' communication was viewed 
as an important factor in driving this improvement:

It's all very well to look at context, triggers etc …
once we have that (communication) we can begin to 
understand what is causing all the other behaviour.

Autistic educators also expressed a rejection of neurotypical 
conformity and utterly rejected prioritising eye contact and the 
reduction of stimming behaviours. Many participants stressed 
the negative impact these types of goals can have on the com-
munication and well-being of autistic individuals. One partici-
pant wrote

Communication is hampered by insisting they look 
at you. Instead of thinking about what you're saying, 
chances are they're thinking about looking at you.

The goal of reducing stimming behaviour was similarly 
dismissed:

Reducing/inhibiting this (stimming) will reduce the 
likelihood of the autistic person to be fully present for 
their learning.

Therefore, while communication was directly and indirectly 
prioritised by the autistic educator group, neurotypical com-
munication was not, and autistic educators emphasised that 
‘appearing’ neurotypical (i.e., holding eye contact and not stim-
ming) can be detrimental to autistic well-being.

3.2.3   |   Non-Autistic Educators

Thematic analysis identified the following themes for the non-
autistic educators: (1) Supporting learning, (2) Life-long well-
being and (3) Centring the learner.

3.2.3.1   |   Supporting Learning.  The non-autistic educators 
consistently showed a preference for IEP goals that supported 
autistic learners to have an effective learning experience. Some 
educators believe that self-regulation plays an important part in 
an autistic learner's ability to access educational experiences. 
For example, one participant noted that a student may not ‘be 
receptive to, or in a position to achieve any other goals’ without 
self-regulation. Furthermore, stimming was viewed as a 
self-regulatory tool:

‘If a student can self-regulate through stimming this 
can help the student to manage in class and therefore 
access the curriculum.

Non-autistic educators also wrote about the impact that relation-
ship quality and the learning environment have on the IEP goals 
they selected, and the resulting educational experiences of the 
autistic learners that they support. The importance of establish-
ing a ‘positive and healthy respective [sic] relationship’ with the 
learner before pursuing any other goals was emphasised, as well 
as proactively creating learning environments that reduce the 
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likelihood that individual learners will experience distressed 
behaviour:

If you can create the best environment for the learner, 
you will do this naturally.

Another non-autistic educator highlighted the onus that IEP 
goals can place on the autistic learner ‘to constantly change and 
adapt’. They felt that IEP goals should focus more on ‘social in-
clusion and building awareness with neurotypical people’.

3.2.3.2   |   Lifelong Well-Being.  This theme emphasised 
a preference among non-autistic educators for IEP goals 
that not only focus on academic learning but also support 
individuals to reach their full potential across the lifespan. 
These respondents believed that IEP goals should focus on 
preparing autistic learners for life beyond an educational setting 
and prioritise their overall well-being.

Fostering autonomy and independence was seen as essential 
to the long-term well-being of autistic individuals. Participants 
highlighted the importance of functional ‘life skills […] to pre-
pare them for the future’, with some educators expressing the 
importance of ensuring that autistic individuals have the ‘con-
fidence and tools’ to make their own choices. For example, one 
educator noted that an important determinant of their IEP goal 
choices was ‘to ensure all pupils can self-advocate, problem-
solve and make decisions and choices for themselves’. In fact, the 
social functioning and independence of an autistic learner were 
often deemed more important than academic skills, with some 
educators going so far as to actively deprioritise academic goals:

If a person is not functioning socially regardless of 
how academic they are, life is very difficult for them.

Learning how to communicate, […] develop social 
skills and […]independence skills are more important 
than academic skills.

The ability to communicate one's needs was considered by many 
non-autistic educators to be a key factor in the well-being of au-
tistic learners. They believed that communication allows indi-
viduals to control and shape their environment and interactions 
with others. Furthermore, they explained that the impact of 
communication has the potential to generalise across ‘various 
settings (school, shops, home, bank, etc.)’:

The child can ask for what they need [so] we can 
better understand […] and help.

It makes life easier and less frustrating for autistic 
people.

3.2.3.3   |   Centring the Learner.  This theme described 
the ways in which the autistic learner's needs are central to 
the non-autistic educators' IEP goal preferences. The importance 
of tailoring educational goals to the unique and individualised 
needs of each autistic learner was emphasised by many 
educators. One participant explained that their preferred IEP 
goal ‘depends on the learner—[it] varies from person to person’, 

while another participant acknowledged that IEP goals should 
reflect ‘what is most important to most ASD pupils and their 
parents’.

Several educators also highlighted the need to avoid goals that 
distress learners. They expressed concern over including goals 
that focused on maintaining eye contact because it was per-
ceived to be ‘physically painful [… and] unnecessary’ and ‘autis-
tic learners do not need to make eye contact to communicate or 
learn’. The issue of ‘masking’ was also raised, with one educator 
describing it as ‘detrimental to their mental health and well-
being’. Non-autistic educators also stressed the importance of 
prioritising the autistic learner's individual strengths, needs and 
well-being while avoiding unnecessary distress and promotion 
of masking at all costs.

4   |   Discussion

IEP quality is a strong predictor of progress and positive out-
comes for students with complex needs, including autistic stu-
dents (Kurth et  al.  2022; Ruble and McGrew  2013). IEPs are 
an essential part of the inclusive and special education frame-
work, and they should be designed with high expectations 
and the students' strengths and priorities as the central focus 
(Kurth et  al.  2021, 2022). However, although IEPs are legally 
mandated in NI, an overwhelmed system has resulted in poor 
SEN provision that is unable to respond to the needs of students 
(NICCY 2024) and despite provisions in EPSEN (2004), the IEP 
process in ROI is not legally mandated (Education Bill 2022: 
Second Stage [Private Members]  2023). Therefore, given the 
precarious nature of IEP provision on the island of Ireland, our 
study set out to explore the IEP goal priorities among adult mem-
bers of the autistic community, as well as educators supporting 
autistic students. Goals represent one of the central and critical 
components of any IEP. Therefore, identifying and understand-
ing the IEP goal priorities of the autistic community should also 
be of interest to an international audience.

In this study, participants were asked to select their top five pri-
ority IEP goals. Prior to conducting the research, we expected at 
least some overlap between the autistic educators' and autistic 
non-educators' priorities and relatively little overlap between the 
autistic community's (educators and non-educators) priorities 
and those of the non-autistic educators. However, contrary to 
our expectations, there was substantial overlap across the three 
participant groups. Participants across all three groups priori-
tised (1) the promotion of self-determination and autonomy, 
(2) the support of social inclusion and (3) a focus on improving 
functional communication skills. Autistic educators and non-
educators also prioritised the improvement of physical health 
and/or mental health, while autistic and non-autistic educators 
prioritised the development of functional or self-help skills.

While responses to the open-ended questions showed varia-
tions in participants' most and least preferred IEP goals, the 
data still reflected an overwhelming preference for goals that 
supported inclusion and the co-development of social skills 
(i.e., by autistic and non-autistic people). Across all three 
groups, participants wrote about the importance of support-
ing autistic well-being by promoting inclusion, autonomy, 

 14653435, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/ejed.12800 by H

E
A

L
T

H
 R

E
SE

A
R

C
H

 B
O

A
R

D
, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [21/10/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/rightsLink?doi=10.1111%2Fejed.12800&mode=


8 of 10 European Journal of Education, 2024

independence and opportunities for social interaction and 
meaningful communication. The autistic community were 
also very clear that the general population must play a role 
in adapting their own behaviour to successfully achieve this. 
Somewhat surprisingly, all groups, including the educator 
groups, deprioritised goals centred around academics. Across 
groups, participants were vocal about actively disliking and 
discouraging goal choices linked to improving eye contact and 
reducing stimming. The overriding consensus was that pursu-
ing these types of goals would be harmful and detrimental to 
a learner's ability to work towards more meaningful and func-
tional goals. It is clear from our sample of autistic adults and 
educators supporting autistic learners that they believe that 
conforming to neurotypical conventions is actively damaging 
to autistic well-being.

Our findings are consistent with previous research that prior-
itises well-being, communication, socialisation and daily liv-
ing skills above more academically oriented educational goals 
(e.g., Hornby 2014; Wood 2019). Combining this with a growing 
body of literature that calls for autistic communication, focused 
interests and stimming to be reconceptualised as strengths 
to be fostered and promoted (Woods and Estes 2023), it is im-
perative that the educational context acknowledges autistic 
strengths and priorities, to ensure autistic learners thrive to 
the greatest extent possible (Woods and Estes  2023). Browder 
et  al.  (2003) recommended a curricular approach to IEP goal 
development, which would blend functional skills, social inclu-
sion and self-determination with academic priorities. However, 
it is recognised that this type of approach poses significant 
challenges for many educators (Erickson and Davis 2015) and 
previous international research has revealed Initial Teacher 
Education (ITE) to be insufficient in preparing educators to ef-
fectively support autistic learners (e.g., Anglim, Prendeville, and 
Kinsella 2017; Ravet 2018; Rodden et al. 2018).

Ravet  (2018) identified several issues impeding teachers from 
supporting autistic learners in classrooms in the UK, including 
limited ITE content related to autism due to insufficient tutor 
expertise, overreliance on the medical model, and an already 
burdened ITE curriculum. Participants were universally clear 
in highlighting the need for autism-specific knowledge and un-
derstanding to equip teachers to best support autistic learners. 
Similarly, in the Irish context, teachers reported being dissat-
isfied with the level of autism-related content and input during 
ITE (Finlay, Kinsella, and Prendeville  2019). These teachers 
were focused on similar priorities to those identified in our 
study (e.g., communication, social interaction, development of 
adaptive skills) but were frustrated by the lack of guidance about 
how to deliver this type of adapted curriculum. Considering the 
current restraints around ITE, how do we expect educators to 
design and implement IEPs that align with the priorities of the 
autistic community?

Almost two-thirds of the teachers who participated in the Finlay, 
Kinsella, and Prendeville 2019 study believed that a specialised 
qualification in autism should be compulsory for those involved 
in special class teaching. However, international prevalence rates 
for autism diagnoses are on the rise (Solmi et al. 2022), which 
means rising numbers of autistic children and young people 
will be availing of their right to access education. Furthermore, 

there is a growing international trend towards including autis-
tic students within mainstream schools (Horgan, Kenny, and 
Flynn  2023). Therefore, there is an increasing likelihood that 
teachers will find themselves supporting autistic learners in the 
mainstream classroom or in special class settings. As a result, 
during ITE, educators must have opportunities to learn about 
developing and teaching appropriate goals for autistic learners.

In their review of the literature, Symeonidou (2017) highlighted 
three approaches to address ITE limitations around inclusive 
and special education: (1) content-infused, (2) single-unit and (3) 
school placement/experience. The content-infused approach uses 
contextualised research findings to reform teacher education and 
professional development by promoting inclusive education theory 
values, and applications across programmes of study. The single-
unit approach, on the other hand, provides one unit or module 
of study that focuses on a specific topic (e.g., supporting autistic 
learners in the mainstream class, establishing inclusive learning 
environments). Finally, incorporating school placement equips 
student–teachers with field experience, ideally through manda-
tory units of study, structured experiences of special/inclusive 
education, input from tutors with relevant experience and quali-
fications, and opportunities to provide school-based programmes. 
According to Symeonidou  (2017), student–teachers' attitudes, 
knowledge and skills towards inclusion are positively impacted 
by courses that include relevant placement experience, while the 
impact of content-infused and single-unit approaches is much 
less clear, with inconsistent findings across studies. However, 
Symeonidou  (2017) highlighted the potential of single-unit ap-
proaches that combine lectures and workshops with applied ex-
perience, as well as the need to definitively identify the effective 
components in this approach (i.e., the elements that facilitate a 
positive impact on knowledge, skills, and attitudes).

Considering these findings, alongside the findings from our 
own study, future research must focus on identifying effective 
approaches and mechanisms for preparing educators to develop 
and implement effective, socially valid IEPs for their autistic 
learners, regardless of educational setting. While we have fo-
cused on ITE in this paper, given the potential for immediate 
and widespread impact, continuous professional development 
for educators must also be examined. The potential for part-
nerships between universities and schools should be further 
explored, with a view to establish meaningful fieldwork expe-
rience that enables student–teachers and qualified teachers to 
master the skills necessary to design and support effective IEPs 
for their autistic learners.

We have identified several limitations in the current study. 
Firstly, we relied heavily on snowball sampling when recruit-
ing autistic participants. As a result, our participant sample does 
not appear to accurately reflect the heterogeneity of the autistic 
community living in ROI and NI. For example, most of our autis-
tic participants identified as female. This does not reflect the fact 
that males are diagnosed as autistic at much higher rates than 
females (Loomes, Hull, and Mandy  2017) or gender diversity 
within the autistic community (Warrier et al. 2020). However, 
this appears to be a common trend across the research, with au-
tistic women participating in online research to a greater extent 
than other groups (Kapp et al. 2013; Kenny et al. 2016; Rødgaard 
et al. 2022).
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Another limitation relates to our juxtaposition of terms in parts 
of the survey. For example, we have presented two separate con-
cepts (i.e., mental health and physical health) as one potential 
priority within the survey (i.e., ‘improving physical and/or men-
tal health). This option was selected as a top five priority among 
autistic educators and non-educators. Although the qualitative 
responses indicated that participants were prioritising mental 
health and emotional well-being here, we have no way of defini-
tively knowing this. Likewise, we presented ‘self-determination 
and autonomy’ as one option and ‘reducing meltdowns, aggres-
sion and/or self-injury’ as another. If these terms were presented 
separately, we may have seen different results.

5   |   Conclusion

Findings from the current study show an overwhelming prefer-
ence for IEP goals that support social inclusion, autonomy and 
autistic well-being. Across all groups, participants emphasised 
the importance of promoting social interaction and meaningful 
communication. The autistic community were also very clear 
that the general population must adapt to successfully achieve 
this. Academics did not emerge as an IEP priority in this study 
and participants actively discouraged goal choices related to 
improving eye contact and reducing stimming. Autism preva-
lence rates are on the rise, resulting in more autistic learners 
attending educational settings. Therefore, educators need train-
ing and support to enable them to effectively design, teach and 
monitor IEP goals that align with the priorities of the autistic 
community, as well as educators currently working with autistic 
learners. International research has shown that ITE and pro-
fessional development need to evolve to facilitate this, and any 
evolution must be evidence-informed. Finally, we know that the 
language preferences (e.g., identity-first versus person-first lan-
guage) of autistic people can change depending on the language, 
region, and cultural context (Keating et al. 2023). This is likely 
the case for IEP priorities. Therefore, the priorities identified in 
our study, as well as the reasons for these priorities, are specific 
to the educational context in ROI and NI.
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