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Overview

Why should we focus on professional 
development for education staff?
What examples do we have that we can turn to?
What is the impact on pupils and staff?
What could be done in Latvia?



The English context

◦ Currently 2.2% of children in English schools have an autism diagnosis

◦ Approximately three quarters are in a mainstream school

◦ With no support

◦ With in-class support

◦ In a specialist unit attached to the school

◦ The remainder are mainly in autism special schools

◦ Legislation underpins what happens in schools but it isn’t autism specific 

◦ Obligation to make reasonable adjustments

◦ Professional knowledge has significantly improved but it is a long way from being perfect



Why should we focus on professional development for 
education staff?

Schools.... Work within an established framework 

Part of a larger framework

Staff are already trained

Naturalistic environment

Autism Vol 17, Issue 3, May 2013 Special Issue: School Based Research of Autism Spectrum Disorder



Why should we focus on professional development for 
education staff?

Because the experience for many autistic pupils is not a positive one....

Because I did not fit in  Because 
I was being bullied.  Because I 
was too slow.  Because I was too 
different. The classes were too 
overcrowded  I was not being 
taught properly.

If the experience has taught me anything or 
has had any impact on my life it has taught 
me that the only person I can rely on is 
myself.

When I look back on my time in school it 
fills me with sadness. My parents tell me 
I started out as one of the top in my class 
but all the teasing and bullying, and the 
intensity of the noise, meant I got more 
and more unhappy. 



Why should we focus on professional development for 
education staff?

And many identify the important role teachers played in that experience

Teachers need compulsory 
neurodiversity training, they need 
to stop labelling children who are 
different as naughty or bad. They 
need to stop blaming parents, for 
their own lack of understanding.

The staff didn’t take the time to listen or 
get to know me properly.

My teachers hated me. My teachers 
never helped me with anything. They 
blamed me for everything. My teachers 
bullied me and often singled me out in 
front of the class to be shamed, because 
I'd made a mistake



Why should we focus on professional development for 
education staff?

Teachers often feel poorly equipped and unconfident about autism

To be honest I‘m not comfortable 
with autistic children. I‘m a little bit 
scared to approach them.

I just assumed they sat around all day eating mud.

But how do I teach them? I don’t know 
about different needs. It’s terrifying. 

Us not having training on autism is almost anti-inclusive. 

We need to figure out what teachers should be asked to 
do. Too much is being expected of teachers today.

Ravet, J. (2018). ‘But how do I teach them?’: Autism & initial teacher education 
(ITE). International journal of inclusive education, 22(7), 714-733.

Teachers just don‘t have the time – it‘s easier to stick 
them on the computer.



What examples do we have out there that we can turn to?







What examples do we have out there that we can turn to?
What are some of the components to consider in terms of the model?

1. Needs to be flexible but have a structure

2. As much as possible the design should be based on an assessment of local need

3. Some of what is delivered should be all-staff training

4. There should be more than one level depending on the needs of trainees

5. Consideration of settings

6. Content should be multimodal 

7. Delivery model needs to be taken into consideration

8. Needs to build on existing skill



What examples do we have out there that we can turn to?



Making Sense of Autism
Ninety minutes; can be 

completed online; for all 
staff in school.

Professional Development 
Programme

Good Autism Practice
Six hours; delivered face 

to face; for those working 
regularly with autistic 

pupils.

Additional modules
Ninety minutes. Topics 

include: school 
leadership; anxiety; 

Content

 Presentations
 Case studies

 Practical activities
 Videos

 References to other materials
 Discussion points
 Links to resources

Frameworks

Standards
School leaders can assess 

the standards of the 
school in regard to autism 
provision; to reflect, plan 

and implement 
improvements

Competencies
School staff can reflect on 

their skills, knowledge 
and values and decide 

where improvements are 
required
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What examples do we have out there that we can turn to?
How materials are delivered

• Videos

• Activities

• Reflection on practice

• Practical strategies and tools to take away



What examples do we have out there that we can turn to?
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What examples do we have out there that we can turn to?



What is the impact on pupils and staff?

• Between April 2022 – 2023 almost 75,000 educational professionals in England received 

some professional development (across early years, schools and post-16).

• Approx 85% agree or strongly agree that both their knowledge has improved and it will 

beneficially impact their teaching

• Pre to post training there was a 20% increase in confidence levels working with autistic 

pupils

• Similarly there was a 20% increase in the application of autism-specific methods in the 

classroom



What is the impact on pupils and staff?

• Survey to parents showed an increase in the amount of inclusive practice

• Pupils report after training improvements in peer relationships. Also, 

improvements in other key areas of the training, such as their voice being listened 

to.



What could be done in Latvia?

Phase 1

1. Identify partners 
2. Committees
3. Agree timelines
4. Agree roles and 
responsibilities

Phase 2

1. Survey design, 
translation and 
launch 
2.  Interview/focus 
groups
3. Analysis, report 
and recommend

Phase 3

1. Writing materials
2. Knowledge
3. Perhaps a series 
of online modules
4. Practice - group

Phase 4

1. Feedback on 
draft
2. Revision
3. Videos +
4. Online system
5. Design
6. Trainers 
identified

Phase 5

1. Translation
2. Testing
3. Dissemination 
and publicity
4. Launch 
event/comms
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What could be done in Latvia?

What could school staff be doing differently?

Some staff need to be more accepting of people with autism.

Tell us when the fire alarm is going on.
Have a wellbeing lesson so autism isn’t used as an 
insult. Because, people are using it as an insult.

For teachers to understand what my 
working level is.

We process information quite slowly so give me a 
little extra time.

Don‘t pressure us as it can be overwhelming.

If I‘m having a meltdown, please let me leave the 
classroom for a while. I‘d like staff to understand that this is a spectrum 

and that they don‘t have to treat us all the same.



Small things can make a big difference
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Small things can make a big difference



BARRY

Small things can make a big difference

BORRI



What could be done in Latvia?



Thank you s.b.wallace@bham.ac.uk
swallace924@gmail.com

Professor Karen Guldberg

Charlene Tait 

Autism Education Trust

University of Birmingham

mailto:s.b.wallace@bham.ac.uk
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