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Introduction: 
Empirical research on evidenced-based practice provision for people with autism values quantitative methods (Bond & Symes, 2014; Westerveld et al. 2015) over the qualitative methods that relay ‘voice’ through, for example, teacher interviews.   Any attempt to justify educational practice must include the voice and views of all experts (Perry 2009). This article challenges the notion that the application of evidenced-based scientific programmes for autism specific intervention are the sole ‘best-practice’ approaches in schools. Presented as direct support is evidence on literacy teaching and learning - particularly from a ‘voice’ perspective - regarding the professional and ethical practice of a case study teacher as she ‘discovers gems’ when teaching pupils with autism.  The article relates to findings from a programme of research that explored literacy practices, involving pupils with autism (N=35), their parents (N=34) and teachers (N=14), and observations of teaching and learning (N=189 hours) in autism specific classrooms (N=7) in mainstream primary education in Ireland.    

Teaching and Learning in Autism Classrooms: More to Learn?
Across the US and Europe access to autism diagnostic profiling is now more accessible than ever and there is an evidenced rise in confirmed diagnosis.  The increased identification of children and young people with autism has resulted in an unprecedented increase in specialist autism classrooms attached to mainstream primary and post-primary schools in Ireland. The Department of Education and Skills (DES, 2018) through its section on teacher education has provided significant investment through special education initiatives across colleges and universities for on-going professional development in evidenced-based practices. Over 60% of the provision of special classes in Ireland are designated for pupils with autism (McCoy et al., 2014; Banks et al., 2016; Banks et al., 2017).  With such large specific educational provision, it is appropriate to query the efficacy of the teaching and learning experienced.  Whilst Daly et al. (2016) provided a comprehensive evaluation of educational provision, with a particular focus on a framework of indicators for good practice in four areas: teaching and learning, inclusive school culture, school management, and staff development, we argue that such an approach should be extended to encompass a more nuanced and personalised “voice” perspective of the experiences and outcomes from those involved.

Not Everything that can be Measured Counts: Not Everything that Counts can be Measured? 
A general consensus exists among educators that there is a plethora of evidence-informed interventions that can be used to enhance educational experiences of children and young people with autism.  However, when explored in a tightly designed review of the literature, 
Parsons et al. (2009) found that (i) the number of available robustly designed and evaluated approaches were rather few in number, and (ii) that these were of a quantitative nature.  Parsons et al. (2009) concluded that well-known evidenced-based interventions ‘may not be as effective as initially thought and there is a need for more explicit research on the appropriateness of these interventions’. In observing ‘best autism practice’ Guldberg (2010, p.168) suggests a particular focus on ‘direct teaching of communication and language, social understanding and skills, as well as learning with and through peers’.   Parsons and Kasari (2013, p.251) assert that there is a ‘growing awareness in the autism field that there remains a substantial gap between research and practice in real-world classrooms’.  This supports the position of Lanter et al. (2012) who posit that there remains a deficit of literature on literacy practices within these classrooms. This presents us with our query: ‘what are the most appropriate models of teaching and learning and inclusive educational practices for pupils with autism that would enable this cohort of learners to demonstrate their literacy practices?’  In seeking to answer this question, we present a case study of a teacher who exhibits exceptional practice through respectful pedagogy.

	Case Study: Susan
Susan has been teaching for more than 35 years and for the past 10 years has been a teacher in an autism specific classroom. Susan has engaged extensively in professional development across all autism specific evidenced based programmes and practices.  She is the main teacher to a group of six boys aged between 6 and 9 years of age, all with a diagnosis of autism. Susan demonstrates a wealth of knowledge of the theories of autism and has established a fluid and flexible approach to teaching and learning. 
Twenty-seven hours of observations from Susan’s classroom demonstrated significant differences from other classrooms in the study.  Her classroom was very small, had very limited space and facilities and as a result she constantly changed and adapted the layout by moving furniture.  There were no schedules or visual timetables on the walls or desks, she said - ‘they are not needed’.  Susan taught time to all the pupils by structuring a lesson on the school day, which was the basis of her maths lessons for the first month of the school year. Susan constantly referenced the clock and the mental schedule she had established with the pupils and they all transitioned seamlessly across the school day. There was no room for individual tables and work stations. Susan taught in small groups for the full day.  Susan worked and planned from the mainstream curriculum with differentiation and responsive teaching. Tasks set were respectful, authentic, and academically focused. Her planning was organic in nature and she was evidenced making written changes, as change was needed, during the lessons. 

Susan is Authentic and Caring.  Susan Plans and Adapts. Be like Susan.
Susan, in contrast to her teaching peers in the study, presented an interpretation of literacy and being literate as ‘identity and connecting’.  She stated that literacy is 

‘stories, their stories… their response to stories they hear and if they record their responses in drawings, that’s their literacy as well’.  

Susan explained how literacy skills can emerge in the autistic learner’s ability to connect with a text, to connect to the self and to connect with characters/others when she engages artistically by dramatizing a story.  She conceptualised literacy as ‘their own vocal responses’:  

…like since doing the Mr Men one of my most challenging boys has decided he’s Mr Greedy, which means he robs my jellies at every available opportunity, the whole box!’ He then calls out ‘“Look Susan, look what Mr Greedy is doing in the corner”, and I’m going “Oh!”… but that’s his drama… that’s what literacy is…it’s communicating, it’s books they are surrounded with, it’s do they want to play with ideas they come in contact with

Susan demonstrated her skills as an inclusive teacher; valuing learning diversity, supporting all learners, while holding high expectations, working with others (SNAs) and her professional attitude. For example, she reported ‘discovering’ a child’s ‘gem’ or motivation enabled expression, language and communication and she said that ‘Sam made most of that display because he was motivated to do it’.  Sam used a diorama to re-create the narrative of ‘Rosie’s Walk’.  Susan advised ‘you need to be flexible because there’s no point in turning a literacy or writing lesson into total torture’.

Social communication was also observed where the pupils themselves initiated conversations and took on a role of communicative leader.  Susan and the SNAs provided jovial moments to engage the pupils in language experiences.  Having moments of waiting or quiet also presented pupils with open opportunities to initiate conversations in a natural, safe manner.  An observed pause in the day facilitated one pupil to initiate a conversation asking Susan if they could have a party day and make a cake from his new book, which he had brought to school. Literacy just flowed 

P(a) excitedly ‘make them Gruffalo cake, make them Gruffalo crumble’
Susan ‘How do we make them all brown?’
P(a) ‘melt chocolate’
Susan ‘How do we put purple prickles all over its back?
P(a) ‘What about icing?’
Susan referring to the picture in the ‘Gruffalo Crumble and Other Recipes’ cook book ‘how do we make them like this?’
P(a) ‘we could use tooth picks’
(The whole group begin talking together and at once, arguing about how to make this cake.  There are too many dyads happening at once for me to record so I sit and observe.  The volume is high.  There is a natural break in the conversation).
P(e) ‘We could put icing in it’
Susan ‘Ok we need icing sugar, how are we going to get chocolate all over it?’
P(a) ‘buy chocolate’
Susan ‘Ok, we need cooking chocolate, what about purple prickles?’
SNA referring to an earlier suggestion during the argument ‘we could use Smarties, great idea’
Susan ‘Ok, I need Smarties, how many packets will I need?’
SNA ‘and something to drink?’
Susan ‘Ok, we need to tell mammies and daddies that we are not going to do any work tomorrow because it will be a Gruffalo party!’ 




Conclusions and Reflections for Practice
The findings of this study indicate that a broader conceptualisation of literacy practices for children with autism needs to be embraced.  A fluid, flexible practice is evidenced that suggest a caution is needed in the use of programmes that restricts a differentiated, informed pedagogical approach to literacy instruction. Greater inclusive opportunities are needed for children with autism to build literacy practices through playfulness and social experiences.  Quality is evidenced in the synthesis of knowledge of the theories of autism with the theories of effective teaching and learning and high expectations (two of her 6 boys transitioned to mainstream the following year for all academic subjects). While Susan’s classroom remains within a ‘unit’ setting it did not restrict the teaching and learning experienced by the pupils but did restrict their learning with and from non-autistic peers.  It is not the establishment of specialised classrooms or physical architecture that guarantees or safeguards quality and effective participation and learning, but the quality of the pedagogue.

Based upon the richness of these research findings and Susan’s practice, we encourage teachers and researchers to continually explore qualitative and ‘voice’ approaches to understanding the teaching and learning experiences of pupils with autism.  For many of us, we rely upon our own readings and standard practices in this increasingly important area of education.  O’Síoráin et al. (2018) remind us that leadership in inclusive education is never straightforward – always being a dilemma of ‘doing things right’ or ‘doing the right things’.  Such work requires continued personal and professional reflection by the educator.  What Susan helps us to understand is that we can also have very real dialogue with these pupils – who can co-construct the learning environment.  Confidence and competence can be developed – not only in the pupils – but also in the reflective practitioner.
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Suggestions for pull-out quotes of your choice (one per 400 words of your article): 
With such large specific educational provision, it is appropriate to query the efficacy of the teaching and learning experienced.

‘you need to be flexible because there’s no point in turning a literacy or writing lesson into total torture’

It is not the establishment of specialised classrooms or physical architecture that guarantees or safeguards quality and effective participation and learning, but the quality of the pedagogue.
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