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Abstract

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a developmental disorder characterized by challenges in
social communicative skills and repetitive and restricted behaviours and activities. In recent
vears there has been an increased integration of autistic students into mainstream classrooms in
Canada alongside policy necessitating inclusive teaching practices. Teachers of these inclusive
classrooms, however, report being underprepared to address the learning and behavioural needs
of autistic students. Many teachers have stated that they are unable to provide effective
instruction that benefits all students due to a lack of practical experience teaching autistic
Students in their teaching program. A teacher’s lack of experience results in an inability to
facilitate an effective inclusive classroom environment, which in turn has negative consequences
on their self-efficacy and future implementation of inclusive teaching strategies. Low teacher
self-efficacy may undermine a teacher’s propensity to provide an inclusive environment, which is
further reinforced when they are unable to accommodate autistic students. Recommendations for
pre-service and in-service teachers are discussed in consideration of the reciprocal relationship
between teacher self-efficacy and the academic outcomes for autistic students.
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Teacher Inexperience with Autistic Students and the Relationship with Teacher Self-
Efficacy: Outcomes for Inclusive Education

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a developmental disorder involving challenges in
social communicative ability and verbal and non-verbal communication. ASD is also
characterized by restricted and repetitive patterns of behaviours that may be disruptive in daily
activities such as a strict adherence to routines and stereotyped or repetitive motor movements
(APA, 2013). Currently, 1 in 45 children are diagnosed with ASD the United States (Zablotsky,
Black, Maenner, Schieve, & Blumberg, 2015), an increase from 1 in 80 in 2011 attributed to
improved diagnostic criteria and expanded conditions that fall under the autism spectrum (APA,
2013). With this increased rate of diagnosis, there has also been an increased inclusion of autistic
children' in mainstream public classrooms (Moores-Abdool, 2010; Lindsay, Proulx, Thomson, &
Scott, 2013a). With greater inclusion of autistic students in mainstream classes, teachers have
voiced concerns that they are underprepared to successfully deal with the learning and
behavioural challenges that may arise in teaching autistic students (Lindsay et al., 2013a).

The lack of training and experience teachers have with autistic students likely impacts the
instructor’s teacher self-efficacy, specifically the judgement of their ability to implement
effective teaching strategies which address the diverse needs of their students (Bruning, Schraw,
& Norby, 2011; Syriopoulou-Delli, Cassimos, Tripsianis, & Polychronopoulou., 2012). If a
teacher is unprepared to teach autistic students and fails to meet their learning needs, this failure
will have a reciprocal influence on teacher self-efficacy; low teacher self-efficacy, such as
perceiving oneself as unable to address the learning needs of all students, will reduce the
likelihood of engaging in inclusive educational practices due to beliefs of incompetence, and will
result in poor academic and behavioural outcomes for the student. This pertinent issue of the lack
of experience teachers have with autistic students must be addressed in order to improve teacher
self-efficacy and children’s learning. A poor understanding of ASD and an inability to facilitate
an inclusive classroom that benefits both autistic and non-autistic students is detrimental to the
learning of children and the teacher’s perceived ability to teach autistic students. Improvements
to both teacher self-efficacy and to autistic students’ learning can be achieved by providing
practical experience for pre-service teachers to work with autistic students and useful supports
and strategies for teachers to use in inclusive education settings.

Inclusive Education and Teacher Inexperience

In the Canadian public school system, there has been an increase in policy promoting
inclusive education and an increase in autistic students in mainstream classrooms (McCrimmon,
2015; Moores-Abdool, 2010). The call for increased inclusivity arose from the claims that
separate educational settings for children with diverse needs is discriminatory, as these students
were not afforded the same academic, social, and behavioural opportunities as other students
(McCrimmon, 2015; Porter, 2008). As a result of these claims, all Canadian provinces and
territories have formally adopted the practice of inclusive education with the vision of promoting
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equal opportunities for growth, dignity, and participation of all students (Inclusive Education
Canada, 2017).

Several challenges arose with the decision to increase inclusive education, foremost the
lack of training and experience teachers have in applying the best practices for effective
inclusion of students with developmental disabilities such as ASD (Lindsay et al., 2013a). Pre-
service teachers have reported a lack of confidence in their abilities to manage an inclusive
classroom, questioning their capacity to meet the needs of their students (Busby, Ingram,
Bowron, Oliver, & Lyons, 2012). While pre-service teachers may receive training on various
strategies to use with autistic students in the classroom, teachers often do not receive
opportunities to apply these strategies in inclusive classrooms. If teachers are able to practice
these strategies, it likely occurs in contrived or irrelevant contexts (i.e., research settings or one-
on-one with students), which are not reflective of the actual classroom environment (Crosland &
Dunlap, 2012, Lindsay, Proulx, Scott, & Thomson, 2013b; Sharma, Forlin, & Loreman, 2008).
New teachers have remarked that while their education has helped instill positive attitudes
towards autistic students (Park & Chitiyo, 2011), little practical experience is provided regarding
the effective handling of the child’s externalizing behaviours (Busby et al., 2012), implementing
self-management strategies with the student such as goal setting (Crosland & Dunlap, 2012), and
how to acquire funding for resources required for effective knowledge transfer (Lindsay et al.,
2013a).

Teacher Inexperience and Teacher Self-Efficacy

The failure to appropriately meet the learning needs of all students in inclusive
educational settings will have a negative impact on the child’s learning and the teacher’s own
self-efficacy (Bandura, 1994; Bruning et al., 2011). Several studies indicate that teachers report
deficient experience in the development and implementation of lesson plans and curricula
specifically tailored autistic students, particularly if these students are unmotivated to engage
with the content (Horne & Timmons, 2009; Lindsay et al., 2013a). These educators state that
they cannot teach class content in a meaningful way that facilitates learning for everyone,
reporting an inability to meet the educational needs of every student. The self-efficacy of
teachers decreases as they are unable to produce desired academic outcomes for autistic students,
and these continued failures will instill doubt in an instructor’s teaching abilities (Bray-Clark &
Bates, 2003). This self-doubt in teaching ability is further related to reduced adaptive teaching
strategies implemented by teachers, engagement with students with diverse needs, and decreased
individualization of instruction for students exhibiting behavioural and learning difficulties
(Bruning et al., 2011; Sharma & Sokal, 2016).

A factor in the relationship between teacher self-efficacy and inexperience teaching
autistic students is the reduced capacity to manage an inclusive classroom. Busby and colleagues
(2012) report that teachers with little to no experience with autistic students feel less able to meet
the learning needs of their students and effectively manage students’ challenging behaviours
such as acting out and inattention. In a set of interviews with elementary school principals in
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Alberta and Finland, Jahnukainen (2015) identified that most principals stated that their teachers’
abilities for inclusive education are insufficient for children with developmental disorders and
behavioural challenges. The incapacity of teachers is highlighted by two Albertan principals in
the study who state that children were transferred to other schools when teachers were unable to
manage the students’ behavioural problems in their classroom. Capacity must be built with
teachers and educators such that they possess the skills and experience to effectively manage and
contribute to the learning of autistic children in inclusive classrooms.

Recommendations for Pre- and In-Service Teachers

Inclusive education requires more than the placement of diverse students into a general
classroom (Lynch & Irvine, 2009). Current pedagogical research recommends the
implementation of standard practices for instruction in inclusive classrooms, predominately
strength-based approaches that adapt curricula to the learning, sensory, and cognitive needs of
students (Denning & Moody, 2013; Lynch & Irvine, 2009). Crosland and Dunlap (2012) suggest
that a standard practice for teachers of inclusive classes includes implementing individualized
teaching strategies and general organizational practices in instruction, such as individualized
rubrics with specific learning outcomes for assignments and access to various methods of
instruction. The specific methods that an instructor uses to successfully implement inclusive
education strategies will vary with the individual needs of their students, as the strengths and
challenges associated with ASD are heterogeneous across children (Denning & Moody, 2012).

While the suggested practices have been found to be efficacious in improving the
learning of autistic students in inclusive classrooms, they are not efficaciously implemented by
teachers without prior practical experience. In a study of in-service teachers in Manitoba, Sokal
and Sharma (2017) identified that teachers with coursework related to inclusion and practical
experience in inclusive educational settings had higher reported efficacy for inclusive instruction.
The authors conclude that neither experience nor coursework alone is sufficient to predict
teaching efficacy in inclusive settings. By providing pre-service teachers with various strategies
to meet the educational needs of their students in inclusive classrooms and the coinciding
practical experience to implement these strategies, it is expected that the prominent self-doubt
and poor perceived self-efficacy would be mitigated. A practicum in an inclusive classroom
would benefit teacher self-efficacy as teachers undergo mastery experiences that reflect their
ability to successfully implement various teaching strategies (Bandura, 1994; Bruning et al.,
2010). A history of successfully using inclusive teaching strategies would develop competence
and self-efficacy in the instructional abilities of pre-service teachers, so when they begin
teaching in an inclusive classroom, they will possess the skills and capacity to facilitate optimal
instruction (Bandura, 1994; Bruning et al., 2010).

Many teachers with minimal experience in inclusive classrooms have reported that they
are concerned that they have neither the time to prepare nor to implement individual lessons or
curricula for autistic students and non-autistic students (Horne & Timmons, 2009; Lindsey et al.,
2009a; McGhie-Richmond, Irvine, Loreman, Cizman, & Lupart, 2013). These beliefs are further
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related to poorer attitudes towards inclusive practices, such as not feeling as if they are
responsible for developing individualized learning materials for autistic students (Barned et al.,
2011). Conversely, both pre-service and in-service teachers with experience in inclusive
classrooms report fewer concerns in their ability to develop and implement specialized lesson
plans and educational material for autistic students (Jordan, Schwartz, & McGhie-Richmond,
2009) and felt a greater responsibility to ensure that the learning needs of all students are met
(Friesen & Cunning, 2018). Continual success implementing inclusive teaching strategies with
autistic students both as a pre-service and in-service teacher could then increase the likelihood of
teachers implementing more inclusive teaching strategies.

Effective teaching strategies and skills for the inclusive education of autistic students
benefit both students with and without autism in the classroom as teachers develop greater selt-
efficacy. Inclusive teaching requires high levels of commitment to planning and preparation
(Jordan et al., 2009) and continual education and coursework (Sokal & Sharma, 2017).
Commitment to students’ learning and ongoing education are two practices that are related to
higher teacher self-efficacy (Specht et al., 2015). The enactive mastery experiences that a teacher
accumulates in successfully implementing inclusive educational practices strengthen their belief
that they can enact positive change and influence the learning of students. Greater teacher self-
efficacy would promote future implementation of effective teaching strategies with students and
increase the resilience teachers have in overcoming obstacles to instruction such as challenging
behaviours and amotivation (Bandura, 1994; Bray-Clark & Bates, 2003). All students benefit
from the teacher’s perseverance through challenges that arise during instruction, and once again,
teacher self-efficacy would benefit from these experiences.

Conclusion

Simon Fraser University states that the goals of their professional development program
are to develop teachers who possess a commitment to lifelong learning, the skills to implement
effective educational practices, and the ability to create opportunities for learning by all students
(Simon Fraser University, 2016.). Like Simon Fraser University, effective teaching programs in
Canada intend to develop committed and highly-efficacious teachers through the instruction and
development of knowledge and practical skills (Jordan et al., 2009; McCrimmon, 2015; Porter,
2008; Specht et al., 2015). However, despite the goals of these programs, Canadian teachers
report feeling underprepared to manage an inclusive classroom (McCrimmon, 2015).

Research with Canadian educators has continuously espoused the need for effective
teacher training to develop greater self-efficacy and strategies for inclusive instruction
(Jahnukainen, 2015; Sharma et al., 2006; Specht et al., 2015). Pre-service teachers remark that
they would feel more confident if they are provided with practical experience in their teaching
program (Lindsay et al., 2013b; McGhie-Richmond et al., 2013) while in-service teachers
requested ongoing professional development and training to master inclusive teaching strategies
(Horne & Timmons, 2009; Lindsay et al., 2013a; Sokal & Sharma, 2017). These findings
indicate that most teachers have the desire to develop competence and possess the capacity to
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provide effective instruction to all students in inclusive classrooms (Bray-Clark & Bates, 2003;
Busby et al., 2012). More can be done to prepare teachers for the challenges they will face in
instructing diverse students in the inclusive classrooms, which in turn will produce positive
learning outcomes for all children and increased self-efficacy in teachers.
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