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Introduction

The overall purpose of this project was to conduct a program
evaluation of services provided to students with Autism Spectrum Disorders
(ASD) across all school divisions within the Metropolitan Educational
Research Consortium (MERC). Two phases of the project occurred between
the spring of 2007 - fall of 2009. During the first phase the MERC Policy
and Planning Council identified Autism Spectrum Disorders as an area to
target for investigation. A MERC Autism Study Team was formed with
representatives from all school divisions within the Metropolitan
Educational Research Consortium (MERC). After several meetings, the
Autism Study Team identified the need for the development and validation
of a program evaluation tool that could be used to self-evaluate their current
services for students with ASD, and identify personnel preparation needs
related to the provision of those services. The activities related to the first
phase were completed in the fall of 2008. In the spring of 2009, the second
phase of the study began. During this phase the MERC Autism Study Team
targeted the goal of conducting a self-evaluation within each school division
using the program evaluation tool developed in the first phase. The intent of
the second phase was for school divisions to identify program strengths and
gaps with the purpose of targeting areas for program improvement and
personnel preparation development. The outcomes of both phases were

presented to the MERC Policy and Planning Council in February 2010.



Background

Autism Spectrum Disorders is a neurodevelopmental disorder that
manifests itself through the presence of impairments in social relationships,
language and communication deficits, and display of repetitive and
stereotyped behaviors (American Psychiatric Association, 1994). In 1992,
Autism became a federal disability category included in the Individual with
Disabilities Education Act. Since that time a rapid growth in the prevalence
of students with ASD has occurred along with an increased attention for
school divisions to meet the needs of the children and youth through the
provision of free appropriate educational services as defined by the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). A parallel trend to the
increasing prevalence of students with ASD was the increased focus on the
use of evidence-based practices to meet the needs of these children and
youth and the utilization of highly qualified teachers to teach them (NCLB,
2001). Although a number of evidence-based instructional strategies are
available to address the needs of children and youth with ASD, there has
been disagreement between advocates, family members, educators and the
scientific community regarding the most efficacious approach that meets the
needs of all students with ASD (for a discussion, see lovannone, Dunlap,
Huber, & Kincaid, 2003).

ASD represents a wide range of symptoms that are displayed along a
continuum of severity. For instance, some individuals with ASD may be

highly intelligent and verbal but demonstrate significant impairments in the
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areas of social interactions and restricted interests. Whereas, other
individuals with ASD may have significant intellectual impairments, limited
communication abilities, and engage in repetitive, stereotypic behaviors.
Although ASD is a life-long condition, these symptoms may change as
individuals' progress through their lives and are provided high quality
services that address their needs. Given the heterogeneity of ASD, many
professionals have suggested that no single intervention approach or
program can meet the needs of all students. However, there is agreement
among many in the field that the program for students with ASD should
include a number of core components including: (1) supportive and
structured learning environments, (Dawson & Osterling, 1997; Hurth et al.,
1999; Powers, 1992), (2) family involvement (Dawson & Osterling, 1997;
Hurth et al., 1999; National Research Council, 2001; Powers, 1992}, (3)
early intervention (Hurth et al., 1999; National Research Council, 2001;
Powers, 1992), (4) curricula focusing on communication and social
interaction (Dawson & Osterling, 1997; Hurth et al., 1999; National
Research Council, 2001; Powers, 1992), (5) integration with peers (Powers,
1992), {6) predictability and routines (Dawson & Osterling, 1997), (7)
functional approach to problem solving {(Dawson & Osterling, 1997}, (8)
planned transitions between preschool and primary grades (Dawson &
Osterling, 1997), (9) individualized supports and services (NRC, 2001), (10)
systematic, planned instruction (NRC, 2001), and (11) intensity of

engagement {(Hurth et al., 1999; NRC, 2001). (For a comprehensive review
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of research in each of these areas, see lovannone, R., Dunlap, G., Huber, H.,
& Kincaid, D., 2003).

One challenge for educators is communicating to family members and
others the nature of their educational programs serving students with ASD.
As required by IDEA, all students served under the eligibility category of
Autism should receive a free appropriate educational program in the least
restrictive environment. Additionally, their educational services should be
individualized and outlined on their Individual Education Program (IEP).
Evaluation of students’ progress toward their individual educational goals
and objectives is also an important part of their educational services.
Through progress monitoring, educators can assure that students are
making continual growth toward meeting their goals and objectives.
Although some educational services for students with ASD may be provided
in a self-contained school or classroom, many of these students receive their
educational programming in general education classrooms aﬂong with their
same age peers. Thus, programs for students with ASD vary according to
the individual student's strengths and educational needs.

Due to the focus on individualized service provision for students with
ASD, program-wide evaluation has not been emphasized within school
divisions. Several states have developed program evaluation tools that have
been used to examine individualized components of programs serving
students with ASD. However, each of them has limitations. A

comprehensive review of the literature and existing tools indicated that a
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program-wide evaluation tool, that staff within school divisions can use to
conduct self-evaluations of their programs, does not currently exist. Thus,
with the increasing number of students with ASD served in schools, there
was a need to develop a tool that examines program-wide services for
students with ASD across the classroom, school, and district level. The
purpose of this project was to develop a program evaluation tool to
determine the usefulness and applicability for conducting self-evaluations of
school-based programs serving students with ASD. Once validated, the tool
was used with school division staff to conduct a program-wide self-
evaluation of their services for students with ASD.
Method

This project occurred in two phases: development and
implementation. The purpose of the first phase was to develop and evaluate
the utility of a program-wide evaluation model for use by teachers and
related service personnel working with students with ASD. In the second
phase the researchers were charged with the task of facilitating self-
evaluations of the services provided to students with ASD by school
divisions and to identify program strengths and gaps and areas for program
improvement and personnel training. The method implemented and

findings are discussed below.



The Autism Program Evaluation Tool for the Metropolitan Educational
Research Consortium
The Autism Program Evaluation Tool for the Metropolitan Educational

Research Consortium was developed after a thorough literature review and
review of other program evaluation tools during phase one of the project.
The final tool is a three-part rubric where various indicators of program
quality are rated as insufficient, emerging, and exemplary. The tool
measures indicators of program quality across ten domains of educational
practice.

e Behavior Change Elements

o Comprehensive Educational Programming

s Environmental Elements and Visual Supports

e Instruction

e Parent and Family Support

o Team Process

o Data Collection

» Functional Communication Systems

s Paraprofessional Support

» Social and Peer Rélationships and Support (see Appendix A)

Each domain contained different numbers of indicators. Table 1 provides

the descriptions of the domains and the number of indicators for each.



Table 1

The Autism Program Evaluation Tool for the Metropolitan Educational
Research Consortium by Domain and Indicators

Description of Domain

Domain Number of
Indicators

Behavior Change 13

Elements

Comprehensive 8

Educational

Programming

Environmental 11

Elements and
Visual Supports

Instruction 8

Parental and 4
Family Support

Team Process )
Data Collection 3
Functional o
Communication

Systems

Paraprofessional 3}
Support

Social/Peer 6
Relationships and

Su pport

Essential elements of managing
behavior in classrooms and for
individual students

Individualized planning related
to the IEP and to individualized
instruction on a daily basis

Classroom design and the use
of visual schedules and
instructions

Practice observed in the
classroom while instruction is
delivered

Inclusion of parents and family
members in the education of
their child/family member with
an autism spectrum disorder

Development of
interdisciplinary teaming for
the program and for individual
students

Collection of data to evaluate
success of instruction and
educational program

Instructional and
environmental supports to
assist individuals with ASD
improve their ability to
communicate

The use of collaboration with
paraprofessionals as a part of
the educational team

Educating typically developing
peers about ASD and
supporting them in peer
tutoring and friendship
development




Table 2 provides an example of the description of select indicators from the
tool itself.

Environmental Elements/ Visual Supports

Table 2

Sample Indicators from the Autism Program Evaluation Tool for the
Metropolitan Educational Research Consortium

Environmental Elements/ Visual Supports

Skills, Insufficient Emerging Exemplary
Indicators,

and Supports

1. The Environmental Environmental  Areas are clearly

environment is arrangement arrangement defined and

instructionally does not cue cues expected readily apparent

and visually expected behavior and upon entry.

organized and behavior. The the purpose of Environment

cues expected purpose for most areas is maximizes student

behavior. areas is not obvious. focus through
clear upon Spacing is arrangement,
entering. determined by which emphasizes

- Spacing does  group needs instructional or
not and leisure purposes
accommodate instructional and cues expected
individual task. behavior. Spacing
needs or task 1s appropriate for
requirements. individual needs
and instructional
task.

Once developed, the tool was presented to the MERC Autism Study Team
Members for input and to finalize the indicators. |
Distribution of the Program-wide Evaluation Tool

During the second phase of the project the program-wide evaluation
tool was distributed to the MERC Autism Study Team Members for

dissemination in two formats. In May 2009, a print version of the tool was
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distributed via the members of the MERC Autism Study Team to teachers,
paraprofessionals, therapists, and administrators who are involved in
programs for individuals with ASD in their school divisions. This resulted in
a very low response rate. Thus, the distribution was reformatted to an
online version via the online survey tool Survey Monkey. The online version
was distributed again to the MERC Autism Study Team via e-mail. The
MERC Autism Study Team then forwarded the link to their teachers,
paraprofessionals, therapists, and administrators who are involved in
programs for individuals with ASD. This method resulted in a significantly
higher response. The final response resulted in the completion of 119 tools.
Information regarding the total number of tools distributed in comparison to
the total number returned is unavailable; thus, it is impossible to calculate
a response rate.
Findings - Results
Respondents
The respondents for this report were professionals and

paraprofessionals from each of the school districts who participate in the
Metropolitan Educationéd Research Consortium. Specifically, personnel
from the following school districts participated in this project:

o Chesterfield County Public Schools

e Colonial Heights Public Schools

e Hanover County Public Schools

e Henrico County Public Schools



e Hopewell Public Schools
» Powhatan County Public Schools

¢ Richmond City Public Schools

These school districts are diverse and represent urban, suburban, and rural
schools. The majority of respondents for this particular project were special
education teachers (69.6%), currently certified to teach {61.5%}, part of an
educational team serving a person with ASD (91%), teaching in an
elementary school setting, (41.6%), teaching in a self-contained classroom
(58.6%), teaching in a classroom designed to serve students with ASD,
(56.4%}) and teaching students with classical autism {72.3%). Table 3

provides the actual percentages describing the respondents to this study.
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Table 3

Other (Autism and Intellectual Disability, Severe
Disabilities, and Other Disorders) :

_Respondents
Actual
Professional Role of Respondent Percentage
General Education Teacher 4.4
Special Education Teacher 63.7
Paraprofessional 1.8
Related Services Personnel 19.9
Other (School Psychologist, Mentor Teacher, School Social 10.6
Worker, etc.)
Actual
Grade Level Represented in Respondents Percentage
Preschool/Kindergarten 14.5
Elementary School 41.6
Middle/High School 31.9
Other (Multiple Grades) 12.4
Actual
Type of Classroom Represented in Respondents Percentage
Self Contained Special Education Classroom 58.6
Resource Special Education Classroom 11.7
General Education Classroom 9.9
Other (All settings described, individualized therapy room) 19.8
Actual
Characteristics of Students with ASD Served Percentage
PDD-NOS 30.4
Asperger Disorder 42.9
High Functioning Autism 45.5
Classical Autism 72.3
8.0

In order to complete the program-wide evaluation tool, respondents

self-rated their performance or program on each indicator. Consequently,

these findings are limited by the nature of self-report. There was no effort to

verify the self-ratings of the respondents.
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Results across Domains
In order to report the findings from this instrument the researchers
tabulated the total scores from each domain and calculated an average

score for each domain. Table 4 lists the results of that calculation.

Table 4

Average Scores from Each Domain

Domain Average Score
Behavior Change Elements 2.23
Comprehensive Educational Programming 2.50
Environmental Elements/Visual Supports 2.82
Instruction 2.63
Parental and Family Support 3.00
Team Process 1.80
Data Collection 2.00
Functional Communication Systems 2.67
Paraprofessional Support 2.50
Social/Peer Relationships and Supports 2.16

These findings suggest that the respondents indicated relative
strengths in the delivery of programs for individuals with ASD. Those areas
were Parental and Family Support, Environmental Elements and Visual
Supports, Functional Communication Systems, and Instruction.
Specifically, respondents rated themselves highest in the following
indicators:

¢ Parent and Family Support
o Parents are notified/invited to meetings
o Information is shared with family members daily

o Families are valued and respected

12



s Environmental Elements and Visual Supports
o The environment is maximized for student focus
o Instructional materials are available to students
o Group and individual schedules are available
o Adults communicate respect
e Functional Communication Systems
o Thorough evaluations are conducted on individual students to
identify communication supports and systems
o A variety of strategies are used to teach communication
o Students are expected to communicate across settings, staff,
and day
¢ Instruction
o Student attention captured and maintained during instruction
o Instructional materials are concrete and visual
o Instruction maximizes hands-on, active learning
o Adult affect demonstrates enthusiasm and the expectancy of

SuUcCCcess

These areas are all very important to the success of students with ASD.
They also indicate that the professionals and paraprofessionals serving
students with ASD have relative strengths upon which to build when
attempting to improve program quality for students with ASD.

There were also relative weaknesses noted by the respondents on this

tool. The domains where respondents scored themselves lowest were team
13



process, data collection, social and peer relationships and supports, and
behavior change elements. The specific indicators that the majority of
respondents rated low were:
s Team Process
o Teams meet inconsistently
o Students are not invited to participate
o Teams inconsistently hold each other responsible for decisions
e Data Collection
o Some data are available to document student progress
o Data is shared only when problems arise
e Social and Peer Relationships and Supports
o Information about ASD is not shared with peers
o Adults explain social situations once they become problematic
o Peer buddies and partners receive little follow-up and follow
along support
e Bchavior Change Elements
o Students are provided some opportunities for self management
o Some adults use too much verbal language and demonstrate
feelings of frustration toward the student
o Behavior change plans include few strategies for teaching new
skills based on the function of the behavior
o Staff and families do not receive training and support in

implementing the BIP
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o Plans are implemented inconsistently

These domains and indicators present a picture of how the teachers, related

services staff, and paraprofessionals view their own strengths and

professional development needs in their own classrooms and programs.
Discussion

These findings provide important information for the school districts
involved. The relative strengths and training needs provided by this project
can be viewed as areas where professional preparation and program plans
can be developed. Specifically, the researchers were able to identify key
areas where the school districts involved can improve their program. Those
areas include increasing the consistent application of evidence-based
practice. Most respondents indicated inconsistency with implementation.
This relates to the fidelity with which teams implement practices. Most
respondents indicated inconsistency with implementation.

Schools could improve programming for individuals with ASD by
emphasizing the team process in training and in scheduling. This
particular area requires training and systems change. That is because this
domain requires skill on the part of team leaders and time for meetings.
Thus, a skilled team leader may be able to facilitate their team and
accomplish tasks, but only if there is time in the school day to accomplish
such facilitation.

School personnel identified training needs in the area of data

collection to measure the effectiveness of instruction and program design.
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This is a critical aspect of evidence-based practice for individuals with ASD.
School districts should increase training regarding data collection and
assure consistent implementation of data monitoring as a regular part of
their programming.

School personnel also indicated a need for increased social and peer
relationships and supports. In this particular domain, schools could
improve their programming by developing age reference modules that
educate peers about ASD and increase the use of peer mentoring and other
peer-based interventions. This would require providing additional supports
to peer buddies as well. In this particular area, public schools have a
strength over private special education programs. Because of the ready
availability of typically developing peers, school districts could lead
development and verification of evidence-based practice in the afea of peer
mentoring and social skills training through peer modeling.

Finally, school districts should increase teécher access to
professionals who are skilled in the implementation of applied behavior
analysis in school settings, especially related to the functional assessment
of problem behavior. This is a specialized area of knowledge and skills that
take intensive training and professional preparation to acquire.
Consequently, it may be in the best interest of school teams to have
designated trained professionals available to teams when they support

individuals with ASD who display challenging behavior.
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Limitations

These recommendations are the result of teacher and other school
personnel self-report on The Autism Program Evaluation Tool for the
Metropolitan Educational Research Consortium. While these findings can
be helpful to school systems desiring to improve the quality of their
programs for students with ASD, they are limited in several ways. First,
approximately 40% of those who started the tool did not finish it. This may
limit the applicability of findings from the indicators that are toward the end
of the tool. The tool is quite lengthy and could be improved by completing it
in sections. Second, there may be differences in the responses from the
paper and pencil version and on-line version of this instrument. There were
not enough responses from the paper and pencil version to allow any
comparison. The researchers were unable to test if any difference existed
between the two versions of the tool, though this is likely a minimal concern
because the text was identical on both versions. Third, while there were
respondents in every category of professional and paraprofessional in school
districts, the respondents for this project were overwhelmingly special
education teachers. Thus, these findings may not generalize to other
professionals in the school system. Finally, this tool was a self-report tool.
As mentioned earlier, there may be a difference between self-report and
actual practice. It is possible that these results would be different if they

were correlated with actual practice by an outside observer.
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Conclusions

The purpose of this project was three fold: (1) to develop and evaluate
the utility of a program evaluation model for use by teachers and related
service personnel working with students with ASD; (2) to conduct self-
evaluations of the services provided to students with ASD; and (3) to identify
program strengths and gaps and areas for program improvement and
personnel training. To that end, this project was successful in achieving -
those aims. In the future, this tool could be used for program evaluation
and planning, as it was in this case. Additionally, select sections could be
used by supervisors and program evaluators during classroom observations,
to assist professional development teams in identifying priorities for
inservice training, and to assist professional and paraprofessional staff in

developing their own staff development plans.
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