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Aim: The project VIS A VIS “Support for professionals in education and employment in the field of autism”
addresses deficits in systemic support for professionals educating individuals with autism in Slovenia. The re-
search goal was to determine professionals' experiences with individuals with autism, their knowledge of autism,
their assessment of the situation in the field of education for individuals with autism, their self-assessment of skills
for teaching individuals with autism and their training needs.

Methods: Five online questionnaires were created to gain information from the educators' perspective. Employ-
ees in preschool education, basic education, music education, secondary, adult tertiary education participated in
the survey.

Results: The data provides insight into the needs and challenges that respondents face in their daily practice with
individuals with autism. Professionals at different levels of education want to acquire additional skills and support
to work more successfully with individuals with autism.

Conclusion: The results form the basis for developing a model of assistance and support for educators in the field
of autism.
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Special Education Research

1. Introduction

The increase in autism prevalence within recent years
has led to parallel increase in the number of individu-
als with autism at all educational levels. There is a high
probability that educational institutions will include an
individual with autism (Cappe et al., 2017; Van Her-
wegen et al., 2019). The success of inclusion depends
primarily on the attitudes, experiences, skills, and per-
ceived self-efficacy of professionals and the availabil-
ity of support resources (Leonard & Smyth, 2022;
McDougal etal., 2020). Teachers who asses their own
skills and knowledge about special educational needs
(SEN) as higher, have been identified as fonder of in-
clusion (Stemberger, 2013). Head teachers also play
an important role as central actors who contribute to
the creation and promotion of an inclusion paradigm
(Cohen, 2015; Cesar et al., 2019). Further on, all em-
ployees should be aware of the special needs of a stu-
dent with SEN/autism, including administrative and
technical staff (Cesar idr., 2019; European Agency for
Special Needs and Inclusive Education, 2016).

1.1 Education for individuals with autism in Slo-
venia

Children with autism are identified within SEN group
according to the Placement of Children with Special
Needs Act (ZUOPP, art. 2). The Act follows a peda-
gogically oriented model of placement, which fo-
cuses on determining the most appropriate educa-
tional programme according to the student’s SEN.
The state provides officially recognised educational
programmes from the preschool level to the end of
upper secondary education (ZUOPP, art. 5). Since
2015, adapted programmes with equivalent educa-
tional standards for children with autism is also avail-
able (Rogi¢ Ozek, 2016). Kocjancic (2017) states that
the educational system in Slovenia is still not system-
atically organised and long-term planned for individ-
uals with autism. Significant differences are hilighted
between practices in educational institutions, short-
comings in qualified personnel and environmental
conditions.

1.2 Educators' knowledge about autism
Educators need to obtain fundamental knowledge
and skills for adapting teaching processes to students
with SEN/autism. Teaching an individual with autism
requires additional education, training, and intensive
teamwork of all professionals (Cesar et al., 2019;
Stemberger, 2013). Due to the diversity of individuals
with autism, the individualisation of support is the key

to realising the inclusive paradigm in education
(Rogi¢ Ozek, 2016). Teachers in a qualitative study
(McDougal et al., 2020) pointed out that to provide
appropriate support and adapt teaching to a student
with autism, the teacher needs to know and under-
stand both, the characteristics of autism and the indi-
vidual characteristics of the student. Teachers’
knowledge of autism has often been recognised as
generally poor (Hatunsek, 2014; Sparapani, 2016;
Gomez-Mari, 2021).

The research (Fennell and Dillenburger, 2018;
Syriopoulou-Delli et al., 2012) states that teachers of-
ten have misconceptions about autism and do not feel
competent enough to include students with the condi-
tion. At the same time, teachers refer to a lack of op-
portunities for professional development (Leonard &
Smyth, 2020; Boujut et al. 2017).

1.3 Aim
The goal was to determine educators' experiences
with individuals with autism; their knowledge about
autism; review of education for individuals with au-
tism in Slovenia; educators' self-assessment of skills
for working with individuals with autism and their
needs for additional knowledge.

Research questions:

e How experienced are employees in education
regarding work with individuals with autism?

e Do employees in education obtain knowledge
about autism? If yes, what knowledge and how did
they acquire it?

e How do employees in education assess the situation
in the field of education for individuals with autism
in Slovenia?

e How do employees in education assess their own
competences for working with individuals with
autism?1

eDo employees in education have needs for
additional knowledge about autism? If yes, in which
areas?

o What are employee’s messages to researchers?

2. Methods

2.1 Instruments, data collection and analysis

Quantitative research paradigm was used. We de-
signed five questionnaires, adapted for educational
levels: Preschool education (PE), Basic education
(BE), Secondary education (SE) and adult education
(AE), Tertiary education (TE), and Music education

(ME).
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The questionnaires included close-ended, semi-
closed and open-ended questions. Pretesting of online
questionnaires was conducted; the pre-test sample
was selected by convenience sampling including re-
spondents from each educational level. Purposive
sampling was used. Invitations to participate in the
survey were sent by email to all accessible contacts of
educational institutions and head teachers' associa-
tions and shared on Facebook.

Data was collected using online questionnaires in
September and October 2022. The following data
processing methods were used: elimination of inade-
quate questionnaires due to errors in selection of the
educational level; tabular, graphic or descriptive
presentation of data; combining data from all five
questionnaires due to the need for comparison, calcu-
lating the average value; coding; descriptive statistics
and data interpretation.

Online tool “lka” was used for collecting and pro-
cessing data.

from kindergartens, 607 from basic schools, 56 from
music schools, 181 from secondary schools and adult
learming programmes and 149 from upper vocational
colleges and universities. Regarding statistical data
(SURS, 2023), survey sample represents 3.7% of all
PE professionals, 2.4% of all BE professionals, the
same share of SE professionals and 2% of professors
in TE in Slovenia. In terms of gender, 93% of re-
spondents are women and 7% are men. The gender
ratio is in line with statistics (SURS, 2023) on the ed-
ucators. The sample group consists of participants
from various age groups (34.5% 41-50 years old,
27.5% 3140 years old, 21% 51-60 years old, 13.4%
21-30years old, 3.6% over 61 years old and 0.1% un-
der 21 years old) and different length of service in ed-
ucation (35.1% 16-30 years, 30% 6-15 years, 19.8%
0-5 years and 14.1% over 30 years). espondents are
employed in all Slovenian regions, with employees in
Slovenian institutions abroad also taking part in some
questionnaires. There are mostly professionals

2.2 Sample group (87.8%) and management staff (5.5%) and a small
The sample group includes 1516 participants, 523 share of and technical and administrative staff (2%).
Table 1
Experience with individuals with autism during career in education

PE BE ME SE TE AE Total
Yes 74% 91% 42% 72% 34% 50% 75%
No 25% 8% 51% 23% 41% 46% 20.8%
Idon’tknow 2% 1% 7% 5% 25% 4% 41%

Number

12 50% 31% 74% 30% 57% 29% 29.7%
35 36% 37% 17% 33% 37% 50% 26.7%
6-10 10% 19% 4% 18% 6% 14% 11%
>10 4% 14% 4% 18% 0% 7% 6.7%

3. Results

3.1 Work experience with individuals with autism
Data presented in Table 1 shows that three quarters of
respondents have already met individual(s) with autism
in educational system. There are significant differences
between different educational levels. On average, edu-
cators have worked with one to five individuals with
autism during their career in education. Regarding only
school year 2021/22, half of respondents (49.4%) re-
sponded affirmatively, 42% of respondents employed
in PE, 58% in BE, 22% in ME, 52 % in SE, 12% in
TE and 21% in AE. The majority (55%) worked with
one or two individuals with autism.

3.2 Acquired knowledge about autism

Table 2 shows that share of knowledge about autism
decreases as the educational level increases regardless
of the source. There is a large group of respondents
with no knowledge in music, adult, and tertiary edu-
cation. Regarding formal education, the most
knowledge about autism acquired respondents who
completed study programme “Inclusive Pedagogy”,
“Special and Rehabilitation Pedagogy”’, followed by
programmes of Early Childhood Education. Psy-
chologists, primary teachers, and teachers of specific
subjects acquired less knowledge about autism during
their studies.
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Table 2
Respondents' source of knowledge about autism
PE BE ME SE TE AE Total

Studies 30% 36% 4% 22% 15% 11%  288%
Training organised 34% 37% 2% 47% 7% 19%  30.1%
by employer
Trainingonownini-  48% 56% 16% 27% 21% 2%  458%
tiative
Professional litera- 60% 62% 16% 38% 26% 2%  53.6%
ture
Internet 45% 49% 16% 44% 28% 26%  42.6%
Work experience 50% 58% 13% 34% 21% 15%  482%
Parents 13% 30% 20% 36% 8% 2%  239%
Colleagues 36% 41% 4% 27% 7% 15%  327%
Observation 19% 19% 11% 7% 4% 7% 16%
No knowledge 7% 5% 50% 17% 40% 4%  127%
Table3
Attendance on lectures or training

PE BE ME SE TE AE Total
Yes 59% 1% 18% 41% 19% 19% 50.7%
No 41% 29% 82% 59% 81% 81% 40.5%
Table 4
Acquired knowledge by areas

PE BE ME SE TE AE Total

General characteristics 8%  27%  36% 8% 13% 65%  288%
Leaming and teaching 10% 17% 14% 35% 17% 27%  142%
Social skills, group integration 7% 17% 8% 40% 15% 31%  144%
Communication skills 2% 14% 8% 31% 17% 23%  124%
Emotion, behaviour modification 15% 17% 11% 43% 17% 23% 152%
Working with parents 7% 6% 5% 20% 9% 15%  6.8%
Career guidance / 3% 1% 6% 13% 0% 4.8%

Attendance was higher among those employed at ed-
ucational levels in which respondents had more expe-
riences with target group and vice versa (Table 3, Ta-
ble 1). Educators' participation in additional training
rises with increasing numbers of individuals with au-
tism they have taught.Regarding the workplace, in PE
attendance was the highest among providers of addi-
tional professional assistance and preschool teachers.
In BE, also among providers of additional profes-
sional assistance, assistants of individuals with autism,
caregivers, and assistant head teachers. In TE addi-
tional training was mainly attended by coordinators
for students with SEN, teachers mostly did not attend
lectures or trainings about autism. Half of assistants of

pupils with autism in BE and a fifth of assistants of
children with autism in PE have received training
about general characteristics of autism. It is important
to note that half of assistants employed in PE would
like to attend training. In BE this was expressed by a
third of the assistants. Two thirds of assistants in PE
stated that they want to attend training for assistants for
individuals with autism. BE assistants who have been
trained; use acquired knowledge to a lesser degree.

On average, most educators acquired additional
knowledge about general characteristic of autism (Ta-
ble 4). Respondents who had experience of working
with individuals with autism gained more knowledge
in all areas compared to those who had no experience.
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Table 5
Awareness about the rights of individuals with autism in legislation
PE BE ME SE TE AE Total
Yes 27% 35% 10% 26% 19% 15% 28.3%
No 34% 22% 63% 29% 49% 52% 31.9%
Partly 39% 43% 27% 45% 31% 33% 39.8%
Table 6
Importance of information about needs before admission to institution
PE BE ME SE TE AE

X SD X SD X SD X SD X SD X SD
Diet 45 055 44 067 35 116 37 09 33 105 38 09%4
Speech 46 055 46 056 43 048 44 057 45 057 45 051
Communication 48 044 47 046 45 051 47 048 48 051 47 046
Play 46 053 44 059 42 063 / / / / / /
Group integration 46 057 47 051 43 074 46 059 47 051 46 057
Self-care 46 057 46 052 43 057 45 059 45 065 45 059
Orientation 44 073 44 063 43 057 45 056 45 066 46 051
Medication 43 077 44 074 37 080 41 076 37 101 42 069
Health condition 47 050 47 053 42 066 44 072 42 083 44 065
Special interests 47 051 45 057 42 065 42 066 39 08 43 075
Favourite (school) subject 4.7 052 45 060 41 070 41 067 42 081 43 0.80
Calming down 49 032 48 037 45 051 48 042 47 050 47 054
Upsetting 49 031 49 036 45 076 48 038 48 043 47 056
Strengths 47 051 47 047 44 054 46 052 45 066 46 057
Weaknesses 46 055 45 060 44 055 45 061 45 061 45 071
Sensory integration 47 050 47 051 44 055 45 057 45 062 44 058
Change acceptance 47 048 46 053 43 058 45 060 45 063 44 051

A conceming finding is that on average 70% of par-
ticipants are not (well) informed about rights of indi-
viduals with autism in national legislation (Table 5).

3.3 Review of education for people with autism
Average ratings on the importance of being informed
about needs of an individual with autism before ad-
mission to an institution, presented in Table 6 are very
high (important or very important).

Professionals at all levels of education consider the
most important information to be about the behav-
ioural triggers and communication.

Individuals with autism and their parents are consid-
ered an important or very important source of infor-
mation across whole educational system.

The importance of information from previous institu-
tion, pedagogical and medical documentation, and
providers of additional professional support decreases

with increasing levels of education. The biggest differ-
ence in ratings among educational levels is present in
the category of physician.

Educators across all educational levels are assessed as
an important part of the team.

The importance rating of cooperation with profes-
sionals of various profiles in education and health sys-
tems (speech therapist, special and rehabilitation ped-
agogue, social pedagogue, inclusive pedagogue, psy-
chologist, social worker, physiotherapist, occupa-
tional therapist, physician, pedopsychiatrist) decreases
with increasing levels of education.

A similar trend is observed with assistants of individ-
uals with autism and guardians. The importance rat-
ing of teamwork with counselling service and man-
agement staff remains constant.
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Table 7
Assessment of information transfer effectiveness
PE BE ME SE TE AE
Xx SO x SO x SO x SO x SO x SD
Information transfer within =~ 34 1.02 34 096 27 106 32 102 27 091 31 114
staff exchanges
Information transfer withinin- 3.1 1.09 29 08 28 102 30 100 26 091 30 112
stitutions
Information transfer within -~ 3.8 089 38 084 31 102 37 078 29 095 36 082
team
Respondents rate the effectiveness of information tution obtain an individual plan.

transfer as average at all three given levels. Table 7
shows the decline in effectiveness ratings as the level
of education increases.

Of concem is the share of employees in TE (44%)
who do not know if students with autism in their insti-

All educators in TE rated planning and usage of this
document as important or very important.

3.4 Assessment of competences for working with
an individual with autism

Table 8
Assessment of competences for working with an individual with autism
PE BE ME SE TE AE

x SO x SO x SD x SD x SD x SD
Tidentify strengths. 42 061 41 056 41 045 38 065 36 073 37 080
Tidentify weakness. 42 059 41 059 41 049 39 067 37 072 37 086
Tidentify sensory needs. 40 069 38 069 39 079 33 074 32 077 34 081
I communicate appropriately. 42 064 41 064 43 063 40 064 39 076 39 097
Iprovide adequate time forin- 42 068 4.1 064 42 068 40 067 38 078 39 088
formation processing.
I'provide support for transition 4.3 063 4.1 066 42 051 38 077 36 075 36 094
between activities.
lidentify theneed foratime- 43 062 42 065 41 064 39 072 37 075 37 088
out.
I provide adequate timetocom- 42 0.70 4.1 066 41 066 39 073 39 076 3.7 088
plete activities.
Iprovide an appropriateenvi- 39 091 38 083 41 065 35 090 34 084 34 094
ronment.
I choose appropriate methods 40 0.72 40 069 42 053 38 075 37 081 35 0%
and forms of teaching,
I choose appropriate aids. 41 069 39 070 42 053 36 075 35 082 35 095
I provide visual support. 41 071 40 071 40 062 36 078 36 082 36 088
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Table 8 continued

PE BE ME SE TE AE

x SO x SO x SD x SD x SD x SD
I provide multisensory leaming 3.9 0.77 39 079 38 079 33 088 33 096 34 093
approach.
I'provide cross-curricularcon- 4.1  0.71 38 078 41 058 35 088 34 085 36 090
nections.
I'present specialneedstopeers 40 0.79 39 080 38 092 36 084 32 120 35 1.00
appropriately.
I'present special needstopeers’ 3.8 093 36 093 36 091 33 092 34 103 32 104
parents appropriately.
I provide support for integration 43 065 42 068 42 062 39 071 36 101 37 092
in the group.
I provide support incommuni- 43 069 42 063 39 084 40 076 25 110 38 091
cation with other employees.
Iam well equipped to work 32 107 32 101 33 136 30 107 34 09 28 124
with parents of an individual
with autism.
Ievaluate and adapt the forms 40 0.78 38 079 37 096 36 093 34 092 35 100
and methods of work to the in-
dividual's needs.
I anticipate the onset of un- 38 079 41 069 39 085 37 08 31 102 34 099
wanted behaviour and redirect
the individual.
I'respond appropriatelytothe 39 0.74 38 076 3.6 109 34 08 33 091 33 107
occurrence of unwanted behav-
iour.
Iprovide supportinthedevel- 39 075 38 072 39 088 36 074 31 104 34 088
opment of altemative forms of
behaviour.
lam aware of medicationim- 3.1 1.16 39 068 38 088 35 08 25 111 34 09
pact on the behaviour.
Iam aware of dietary impacton 34 1.16 33 109 30 145 28 101 25 114 28 1.16
the behaviour.
Icoordinateneeds ofanindi- 39 083 33 105 30 127 27 103 31 109 27 123
vidual with autism within the
group.

Table 8 shows a trend of higher self-assessment rates
among participants employed in PE and BE than in
other educational levels.

Competences "I present special needs of an individual
with autism to peers’ parents appropriately”, "I am
aware of medication impact on the behaviour of an
individual with autism" and "I am aware of dietary

impact on the behaviour of an individual with autism"
are assessed low at all levels of education.

3.5 Needs for additional training.

Most respondents at all levels of education expressed a
need for further training about autism. Areas in which
they would like additional knowledge are presented in
Table 9.
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Table 9
Needs for additional knowledge by areas

PE BE ME SE TE AE Total
General characteristics40% 26% 53% 41% 53% 55% 36.2%
Leaming and teaching 57% 56% 94% 61% 1% 68% 59.5%
Social skills. group in- 76% 72% 65% 66% 61% 73% 71.3%
tegration
Communication skills 73% 69% 53% 57% 69% 64% 68.6%
Behaviour. emotion  87% 83% 59% 66% 70% 68% 80.8%
modification
Working with parents 71% 60% 44% 35% 35% 50% 58.5%
Career orientation  / 46% 50% 43% 52% 41% 29.5%

4. Discussion

Data shows that individuals with autism are included
in all educational programmes at all levels of edu-
cation. Regardless of the level or programme educa-
tors work in. there is a high probability they will en-
counter an individual with autism during their career.
It is surprising that a quarter of educators in TE do not
know whether they have worked with a student with
autism. One possible interpretation was given by a re-
spondent, who stated that higher education teachers
are not informed about diagnosis, but only about ad-
aptations.

Less than a third of participants are informed about the
rights of individuals with autism in legislation.
Teacher training should therefore include content
from education legislation that defines the rights of in-
dividuals with SEN, including individuals with au-
tism. Focus should be also on educational pro-
grammes because of detected misconception about
one(s) participants.

Most employees in PE (93%), BE (95%) and SE
(80%) report having some knowledge about work-
ing with individuals with autism gained from a va-
riety of sources. On the contrary, a high share of par-
ticipants in ME (50%) and TE (40%) reports having
no knowledge. A high proportion of educators ac-
quired their knowledge directly from practical experi-
ence and online. Therefore, it would be necessary to
check their background knowledge during training,
Less than one third of the respondents chose studies
as a source of knowledge about autism. Low
knowledge about SEN acquired during formal study
programmes for educators was also reported in re-
search by Stemberger (2013).

When renewal of study programmes will take place,
it would be necessary to include more content about
autism or SEN in general.

Educators who worked with more individuals with
autism were more likely to attend additional train-
ings or lectures. This suggests that training about au-
tism makes sense when educators encounter an indi-
vidual with autism in practice. Guidance to work with
each individual is needed, not just general training on
autism.

There is a wide disconnection between number of
those who have been trained in a particular method or
approach and those who are implementing it. One
possibility is that respondents are only practising ele-
ments of a particular method and are not properly li-
censed to do so. This is acceptable in some ap-
proaches if the educator has the appropriate back-
ground knowledge. It is also possible that a method
has been introduced by a licensed practitioner and ed-
ucator is using it under his guidance. Bezensek (2019)
notes that in the Slovenian school system implemen-
tation of foreign educational models is not realistic be-
cause of human resources, financial, organisational,
and other causes.

“The guidelines for working with pupils with autism™
(Cesaretal., 2019) define head teacher’s tasks as en-
suring appropriate material, organisational and hu-
man resources conditions. As part of the latter is his
responsibility to provide training to educators. The
data collected contradicts this, as the respondents are
more likely to attend training courses on their own in-
itiative rather than at the initiative of their employer.
The results show a clear desire for more courses than
the participants attended.

The data obtamned suggests there is insufficient infor-
mation transfer about an individual with autism
when switching institution e.g., when re-schooling or
advancing to the next educational level. Transition
plans for pupils with SEN are often not part of the in-
dividual plan in Slovenian practice (Mrv¢ic, 2013).
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In model development we will therefore include con-
tent on transition planning and preparing parents to
consent for the transfer of information between insti-
tutions when in the best interest of the individual with
autism. Research findings also suggest the need for
cooperation between various sources of support al-
ready available in the Slovenian system.
Respondents rated individuals with autism and their
parents as an important or very important source of
information. This supports the provision to involve in-
dividuals with SEN (according to their abilities and
maturity) and their parents into all steps of support. On
the other hand, respondents' self-assessment of their
competence to work with parents of individuals with
autism is low across the whole educational system.
Two thirds of respondents would like further training
in how to work with parents. Among respondents,
there were also individuals with an individual expe-
rience of autism in their family, providing motivation
to participate in the research.

The respondents overwhelmingly agreed or strongly
agreed to possess stated competences for working
with individuals with autism. High self-assess-
ments are partly contradicted by statements on ac-
quired skills for working with these individuals.

The vast majority of participants expressed a need for
further training about autism. Areas of behavioural
and emotional management. social skills. group inte-
gration and communication skills stand out at all lev-
els of education. The need for additional professional
training on behavioural issues and social skills was
also identified at teachers in the adapted BE pro-
gramme with equivalent educational standards for
children with autism (Vouk, 2022). Bezensek (2019)
also cites educators’ wish for additional training on
modification of unwanted behaviour (especially of
children with autism) and summarises according to
Macedoni-Luksi¢ (2009, in Bezensek, 2019) that be-
havioural problems represent a challenging and
stressful area of work for educators. The lack of
knowledge about social skills development and group
integration can be linked to Kosnik's (2021) findings
that the goals of counselling services are rarely ori-
ented towards working with peers. Furthermore, strat-
egies for the child's integration into the group are often
not set in individual plan (Kosnik. 2021).

Basic school employees also highlighted the need for
knowledge about leaming and teaching pupils with
autism. Difficulties in meeting needs of pupils with

autism and needs of other pupils in the class were fre-
quently mentioned.

Educators in adapted and special programmes (for in-
dividuals with special needs) highlighted their wish
for training in evidence-based approaches such as
ABA, TEACCH, DIR Floortime, PECS, etc. This is
often hindered by limited financial resources and the
rarity of training options in Slovenia.

We will take the findings into account when planning
courses and consultations for educators as part of VIS
A VIS project. Based on the results of the survey, of-
fered lectures will be carried out partly face-to-face
and in part remotely.

The main limitation is unequal accessibility of the
questionnaire to all employees in education. To getin
touch with target groups, we mainly depended on
management. administration and advisory staff to
send the invitation to their employees. The data
should be interpreted with caution because of partici-
pants’ self-assessment, as there may be individual dif-
ferences in self-perception. In the future, it would be
advisable to explore examples of good practice that
are already being implemented by educators in Slove-
nian educational system.

5. Conclusion

The results represent an overview of the current state
of education for individuals with autism at all levels of
education in Slovenia by educators’point of view. The
survey provides insights into educators’needs to work
more successfully with individuals with autism. An
important finding is that most educators are willing to
acquire additional skills and knowledge to improve
their educational practice for individuals with autism.

We point out some challenges educators are facing,
1.e., shortcomings in legislative framework, the insuf-
ficient inclusion of topics about autism and educa-
tional legislation in the formal education of profes-
sionals, the need for additional targeted training of em-
ployees working with individuals with autism, the
problems of information transfer during transitions,
cooperation, and teamwork between different sources
of support, etc.

Findings will be used for the development of tailored
support and assistance model in the field of autism, in-
cluding trainings and counselling for educators and
preparation of a manual.

Even though research focus was set only on individu-
als with autism, it is important to note that by leaming
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about individualisation educators could met every-
one’s educational needs to a greater extent.
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