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Editorial

It is a great honour to write this inaugural editorial as the newly appointed Editor
of the REACH Journal of Inclusive Education in Ireland. At the outset, I want
to acknowledge, praise and express sincerest gratitude for the tremendous work
and dedication of our previous Editor, and to personally thank her for trusting me
to lead this wonderful publication. Dr Anna Logan has nurtured the journal for
over two decades, and I know that I will never fill her shoes but hope to humbly
continue with her work and the work of our fantastic Editorial board. Anna is
thankfully staying on the board so we will not lose her expertise and specialised
knowledge, and on behalf of the board, I want to thank her for everything that she
has done for us as a team, for the journal and for being the best mentor for us all.
REACH continues to be a source of both empirical and conceptual research for
educators and those with an interest in inclusion across the continuum, from early
childhood to further and higher education, and a resource that is accessible and
reflective of both national and international trends, policy, and practices.

Volume 37 reflects the research in inclusive education across special and
intercultural contexts. It is fitting that Rose invites us to ruminate upon the concept
of inclusion and the premise of an ‘inclusive attitude’ and what that means in
an ever-changing educational landscape. He asks us to reflect upon the progress
and the obstacles that challenge inclusion since the publication of the Salamanca
statement in 1994. He highlights how inclusive education has been subjected to
much scrutiny through research and debate, resulting in vast literature examining
all aspects of the issue and the same can be said of Volume 37. Collins and Colum
examine inclusion through the collaborative lens of having an occupational
therapist on site as a strategy for inclusion in schools and draw on the necessity
of having a partnership approach with teachers for effective inclusive practices.
Teahan considers Functional Behavioural Assessment (FBA) as a construct of
Positive Behaviour Support and how the implementation of FBA helps to identify
and reframe behaviours to aid with transitioning and emotional regulation of an
autistic child.

Examining inclusion through an intercultural lens, Fitzsimons, Mc Daid, and
Share investigate standardised testing of children learning English as an Additional
Language (EAL). Drawing on data from five cohorts of EAL children as they
progressed through a junior and senior primary school in Ireland, they explore



the importance of implications for educational professionals and policy makers
including that these tests may be inappropriate for EAL children and that the
interpretation and reporting of results needs to be qualified.

Considering Rose’s holistic approach to the promotion of equity and inclusion, it
prompts mention of three of Ireland’s new developments in inclusive education over
the past few months. We have welcomed the publication of Circular 0064/2024
and accompanying guidelines that replace circulars 0013/2017 and 0014/2017.
The Department of Education also published “Understanding Behaviours of
Concern and Responding to Crisis Situations: Guidelines for Schools in Supporting
Students.” The National Council of Special Education launched NCSE Relate, a
new resource for schools. The focus of Relate is on a regulation-first approach to
reframing behaviour to support student engagement and participation. These three
examples begin to acknowledge what Rose, in this volume, refers to as a concerted
effort among key stakeholders to promote inclusion in our schools.

DR MIRIAM COLUM
Editor
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Adopting a More Holistic View of
Inclusion

The Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Educational
Needs (UNESCO 1994), is widely seen as the most influential document in
the promotion of inclusive education. It has become apparent that many
interpretations of inclusion have been made, these being influenced by
historical, cultural and socio-economic factors. With the intention of creating
greater equity and ensuring education for many children who had previously
been denied access to schools, the Salamanca initiative and subsequent
international agreements have achieved notable successes. However, for some
young people from a range of marginalised groups, engagement with the
education system remains elusive. The current international socio-economic
climate has resulted in many challenges to the inclusion agenda. With
different support services all competing for limited resources, it is imperative
that a more holistic approach whereby a greater focus upon collaboration
across services and provision to inclusion is achieved.

Keywords: inclusion; resourcing; international agreements; policy

RICHARD ROSE is Emeritus Professor in Inclusive Education at the University
of Northampton UK. He has worked extensively on international projects for the
promotion of inclusion and children’s rights and with Professor Michael Shevlin
led Project IRIS, a longitudinal study into special and inclusive education in
Ireland. His most recent book, Including Voices; Respecting the Experiences of
People from Marginalised Communities was co-edited with Michael Shevlin.

INTRODUCTION

Thirty years after the publication of the Salamanca Statement and Framework
for Action on Special Educational Needs (UNESCO 1994), it may be timely to
consider both the progress made towards an equitable approach to education,
and to review the obstacles that continue to challenge inclusion. A useful starting
point for such an analysis is the proclamation made early within the Salamanca
document which reads as follows:

We believe and proclaim that

* every child has a fundamental right to education, and must be given the
opportunity to achieve and maintain an acceptable level of learning,
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» every child has unique characteristics, interests, abilities and learning needs,

* education systems should be designed, and educational programmes
implemented to take into account the wide diversity of these characteristics
and needs,

+ those with special educational needs must have access to regular schools
which should accommodate them within a child-centred pedagogy capable of
meeting these needs,

» regular schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective means
of combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities,
building an inclusive society and achieving education for all; moreover, they
provide an effective education to the majority of children and improve the
efficiency and ultimately the cost-effectiveness of the entire education system.

It would be difficult to challenge the laudable intentions of this statement, which
at the time brought hope to many and a renewed vigour from policy makers,
teachers, researchers and parents who had long campaigned for the rights of all
children to have access to appropriate education alongside their peers (Ainscow.,
Slee, and Best 2019).

PROGRESS MADE

On the 25th anniversary of the Salamanca Statement, Ainscow, Slee and Best
(2019) reported evidence that the administration in many countries had made
significant efforts to adopt a more inclusive approach to educational policy and
practice. Furthermore, subsequent agreements and reports, including the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations
2006), The Incheon Declaration (UNESCO 2015) and the UNESCO Guide for
Ensuring Inclusion and Equity in Education (2017) had endorsed many of the
Salamanca principles.

It was never anticipated that all countries would make progress towards
inclusive schooling at the same rate. In 1994, access to education for children
with disabilities and other marginalised groups varied across nations. Some of
the world’s economically advantaged countries had made special educational
needs provision for several years, while other less prosperous nations were facing
difficulties in providing for all its learners (Forlin 2013; Srivastava, de Boer, and
Pijl 2013). Not least among the challenges presented, were those related to the
interpretation of what inclusion means (Peters 2007; Rose, Doveston, Rajanahally
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and Jament 2014; Goransson and Nilholm 2014). Haug (2016) suggests that
at its most fundamental level inclusive education defines the right to of all
students to receive an education. Others, (Stangvik 2013; Done and Andrews
2019) emphasise the selective nature of inclusion, whereby policy makers have
established criteria that mean that participation in schools alongside their peers
becomes less accessible for students with complex needs. Some (Ainscow et.al.
2011) have emphasised that the issue of placement limits the way in which we
should define inclusion, and that we should rather be considering how we remove
those obstacles that limit learning opportunities in all schools. Such differences
inevitably influence the levels of expectations placed upon schools. It is therefore
to be anticipated that international reviews of inclusive education would reveal
considerable differences in approaches adopted and progress made (Smyth et.al.
2014; Halder and Argyropoulos 2019).

Over the past 30 years, the development of inclusive education has been subjected to
much scrutiny through research and debate, resulting in a vast literature examining
all aspects of the issue. While much of the writing generated has originated
from the world’s most prosperous nations, there has been a growth in research
demonstrating the commitment of economically developing countries to providing
more equitable approaches to education (Werning et.al/ 2016; Mendoza and
Heymann 2022). Much of this published work has enabled a greater understanding
of the obstacles that remain in place, and the challenges that persist in efforts
to develop inclusive schools. Examples from this literature also demonstrate the
importance of avoiding an imperialistic view of inclusion, whereby attempts are
made to impose the approaches developed in wealthier countries upon those in less
favourable circumstances. It is certainly the case that the sharing of international
research and cross-cultural debates about inclusion can be beneficial, but this
can only be so while understanding and respecting influential cultural and socio-
economic factors (Rose 2016: Stepaniuk, 2018). While it is certain that some of
the world’s most disadvantaged countries have benefited from understanding the
ways in which inclusion has developed elsewhere, I would suggest that there is
much to be learned from the research conducted internationally.

PROGRESS STALLED

Providing access to schools for all learners demands a holistic approach to
development. The notion that the provision of more school places will ensure
greater inclusion is both naive and potentially divisive. Lewin and Akyeampong
(2009) suggest that access to education is central for national development and
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prosperity. However, they argue that guaranteeing the quality of education provided
must be a major condition for inclusive schooling to succeed. Placing a child in
a classroom is no guarantee of success. Alongside school provision must come
appropriate levels of resourcing and the assurance of a professional workforce that
has a good understanding of the needs of all learners. The findings from research
demonstrate the importance of developing positive attitudes, pedagogical skills,
and understanding of individual needs in teachers, for inclusive education to
succeed (Crispel, and Kasperski, 2019; Ni Bhroin, and King. 2019). Where there
is an established tradition of initial teacher training and professional development
for teachers, such as may be seen in Ireland, the USA or much of Western Europe,
a focus upon inclusion has been maintained, and seen as important in enabling the
needs of a diverse population to be addressed. Elsewhere, there remains a need
to challenge deficit models of disability and stereotypical beliefs about gender
caste, class and race through teacher training (Taneja-Johansson., Singal, and
Samson.2021; Dignath., Rimm-Kaufman, and van Ewijk. 2022).

Much has been written about the need to challenge medico-deficit models of
disability (Donoghue 2003; Haegele, and Hodge 2016), yet the notion that services
should be provided to address the problems of individuals persists (Kirby 2017,
Morifia, and Carnerero 2020). Segregated provision, such as has been seen in the
UK is predicated on the belief that some students have deficit characteristics that
are likely to inhibit their ability to be taught effectively in mainstream schools.
Undoubtedly teachers who choose to teach in these specialist provisions are
generally motivated and committed to their students, but this remains a deficit
model that often separates them from their peers (Stephens and Fish 2010). The
transition to greater educational inclusion necessitates a gradual move away from
such segregated provision. This process was always going to prove challenging,
and as Ainscow (2020) argues, it requires a commitment to ensure that teachers in
neighbourhood mainstream schools have the confidence to support the participation
and learning of an increasingly diverse range of learners.

Much has already been done to assist schools in their efforts to address the needs of
a more diverse population. Increased opportunities for professional development
(Tristani, and Bassett-Gunter 2019; Holmqvist, and Lelinge 2020), promoting
effective models of leadership for inclusion (DeMatthews et.al. 2020; Lambrecht
et.al. 2020) and specific pedagogical approaches such as peer tutoring (Toulia,
Strogilos and Avramidis 2023) or collaborative learning (Albalat, Lago Martinez
and Garcia 2022), have made contributions to the development of inclusive
classrooms. Despite the progress made, the route towards inclusive schooling has
not been an easy one, and major obstacles still remain to be addressed.
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TAKING A MORE HOLISTIC VIEW

Teachers and other professionals working in schools have undoubtedly taken
the lead in promoting inclusion, but I would suggest that progress has largely
stalled because of the narrow view that has been taken when addressing issues
of diversity. Perhaps it would be timely to examine those factors that continue
to present obstacles in our efforts to achieve greater equity in schooling. In so
doing we may begin by considering the economic constraints under which schools
are currently working. Many countries in recent years have undergone periods
of economic challenge and austerity that can in part be related to the Covid-19
pandemic. Government financial resources have experienced pressure and have
been focused upon maintenance rather than development of provision. Where this
has happened, we have seen a restriction of resources that has inevitably placed
pressure upon schools and their ability to address a broadening of needs. In some
instances, financial constraints have impacted the ability of schools to support
the professional development of staff, with the consequent limiting of those new
pedagogical skills that may be needed to teach a more diverse population.

In many countries there is disparity between the provision made in private and
government schools (Opoku et.al. 2020). In India for example, the resourcing
of private schools, generally attended by children from wealthier families is
significantly better than that in government schools (Kingdon 2020). Similarly,
families living in urban areas are more likely to have access to quality educational,
health and social facilities than those in remote or rural areas (Feruza., Madina,
and Dilbar 2020; Rose et.al 2021).

Perhaps the greatest challenge to inclusion is the inordinate focus on special
educational needs and disability, which is only one of many inter-related factors
that result in exclusion. Issues of poverty, race, gender, caste and class impact
significantly upon access to schools and are the source of discrimination in many
societies (Adugna et.al. 2020; Love and Beneke, 2021, Psaki et.al. 2022). While
schools are of necessity focused upon the education of all children, the need to
tackle the causes of discrimination and exclusion is evident, and school leaders
and policy makers can ill afford to ignore these issues.

Amore holistic approach to the promotion of equity and inclusion, one that considers
the educational, social and health needs of students, requires that professionals
across all caring services should work more closely together to confront
exclusionary factors that persist in our societies. While the primary function of
schools must continue to be the education of all learners, the goal of increased
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inclusion will only be achieved through a concerted effort with professional
colleagues, families and support groups to challenge the discrimination that
limits the life chances of those who are forced to the margins of our communities.
Austerity policies and a restrictive view of what constitutes successful learning
have shifted the balance of debate around inclusion. If inclusion is to become a
reality, we can no longer work in small factions under the headings of education,
health, social services or support groups, with each competing for resources, but
must combine our efforts and cement partnerships that will enable us to work
together to achieve a common goal.
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The Role Of The Occupational

Therapist For Primary School Children:
Consideration Of Collaborative Practices
With Primary School Teachers

This article examines the role of the Occupational Therapist (OT) for children
with special educational needs (SEN) in primary schools, with an emphasis
on the importance of collaborative practice between the OT and primary
school teachers to enhance inclusion. Adopting a qualitative approach, data
were gathered from eight teachers using semi-structured interviews. The
findings reveal that there is some understanding of the role of the OT despite
lack of education and training on the role, and on collaborative practices.
Furthermore, many challenges such as poor communication, long waiting
lists, inadequate funding, inconsistent reporting, and a lack of knowledge
on using specific equipment exists when it comes to the provision of OT on
site in schools. Finally, participants’ aspirations for collaboration can be seen
in a broader desire to get involved with work that promotes inclusion and
recommend deeper communication, education, and training and in-school
provision.

Keywords: inclusion, occupational therapy, collaboration, primary school teachers

ANNMARIE COLLINS is a paediatric occupational therapist, and a primary
school teacher with experience in both mainstream and special educational
settings. She is currently undertaking doctoral studies (PhD) in Trinity College
Dublin that examines the role of the OT in supporting the educational experiences
and occupational lives of children from minority communities.

MIRIAM COLUM, PhD., is a Senior lecturer in Education and the Head of
Department of Inclusion, Religious Education and Student Life in Marino Institute
of Education. Her research interests are in inclusive education, school leadership
for inclusion, and Foucauldian theory.

Corresponding author: collinA9@tcd.ie

INTRODUCTION

Occupational Therapy (OT) services for children with special educational needs
(SEN) centre on progressing both academic and non-academic skills comprising
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play, leisure, social participation, and activities of daily living, all of which are
necessary in helping children thrive in their role as a pupil and in their occupation
of education (O’Brien and Miller-Kuhaneck, 2020). Essentially, the OT operates
as a facilitator for the learning and retention of new skills through a strengths-
based approach that nurtures a process of identifying outcomes that are most
valued to the child and facilitates their inclusion in education. Despite the need for
school-aged children to access OT services, OT provision in Ireland is not always
school-based (Clifford O’Brien and Miller-Kuhaneck, 2020). Rather, paediatric
OT provision is generally delivered through a nationwide network of primary
and community care services that are clinic-based. Such clinic-based approaches
hinder a child-led insight into the occupational needs of the child in their own
learning environment. Moreover, the opportunity for OT-teacher collaborative
practice is impacted. This article considers the importance of a collaborative OT-
teacher approach as a framework for effective and efficient provision to enhance
inclusion in the classroom.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Current paediatric OT provision in Ireland

A medical model of referral continues to dominate the terrain of OT support for
children with SEN in Ireland (Lynch et al., 2021) with clinic-based support mainly
offered that does not commonly include educators or classroom staff as part of a
team, the latter mostly receiving follow-up information from the clinic. Literature
suggests that having OT intervention in a clinic impedes generalisation of skills
to the child’s learning environment (McCartney, 1999; Babulal et al, 2016) as
interventions are most successful when implemented in the child’s natural
environment versus a clinic environment (Benson, 2013; Bucey and Provident,
2018; Clifford O’Brien and Miller-Kuhaneck, 2020). This further underlines the
importance of in-school OT provision for children as advocated by the School
Inclusion Model Project (Gardiner, 2023; NCSE, 2019), in collaboration with
school staff.

Collaboration between education and OT services

Primary school teachers in Ireland are active agents in a distributed model of
leadership for inclusive practices (Colum and Mac Ruairc, 2023) having a key role
in the inclusion of all children in the classroom setting, including access to relevant
therapies (DES, 2017; DE, 2020). This model is predicated on collaboration
between the school community and national organisations, one such example is
between the education and health sectors (HSE, 2009; HSE 2016). In terms of SEN,
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collaborative practices, in all its forms, is imperative for social inclusion (Colum
and Mac Intyre 2019; Layachi et al. 2023) as well as for children presenting with
behaviours of concern (Colum, 2020), as a multi-disciplinary approach means that
key stakeholders, including the child, have input into preferred outcomes. One
such collaborative approach was the pilot “In-School and Early Years Therapy
Support Demonstration Project” that combined both education and therapy
support, building upon experiences and expertise across a range of disciplines.
The project was implemented in the school year of 2018 to 2019 across 75 schools
and 75 early years’ settings. It has since continued as part of a wider pilot of a
School Inclusion Model into the 2021 school year (Lynch et al., 2021).

Benefits of Collaborative Practice through School-Based OT: “In-School and
Early Years Therapy Support Demonstration Project”

Results of this pilot project revealed positive experiences from participating pupils
and parents valuing the avoidance of long waiting lists and removal of children
from school to attend appointments. Similarly, teachers reported positives such as
being able to integrate the OT activities into class work leading to more effectual
differentiation, which in turn, promotes a culture of inclusion. Furthermore,
teachers felt that they were able to more accurately address the children’s needs
given the direct input from therapists who in turn viewed the collaborative practice
as a strength of school-based practice. This is reflected in both international
(Bayona et al., 2006) and Irish (Patton et al. 2015) studies though some challenges
remain.

School-based Occupational Therapy Challenges for OTs

Ireland still experiences challenges for OT access, with statistics from the HSE
demonstrating that 15,941 children aged between 0-17 were waiting for first-
time assessment for occupational therapy (Phelan, 2023). Another challenge in
Ireland is a lack of government funding and a difficulty in recruiting therapists
(The Association of Occupational Therapists of Ireland (AOTI) 2021; Lynch et al.,
2021). In schools, challenges comprise a poor understanding of OT interventions,
limitations of time onsite and inability of educational staff in fulfilling
recommended OT strategies (Patton et al., 2015; Rens and Joosten, 2014). In some
instances, there is a perception of the OT as one that offers solutions to ‘fix’ a
child’s difficulties (Cahill and Reyna, 2013). On the other hand, OTs reported
challenges such as a lack of training for school-based practices (O’Donoghue et
al, 2021). Essentially, there is evidence that OTs require continual education on
school practice within the Irish context and a more specific clarification of their
role while on site (Lynch et al., 2021: O’Donoghue et al. 2021; Patton et al., 2015;
Rens and Joosten, 2014).
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METHODOLOGY

Theresearch question underpinning this study is: “Whatare primary school teachers’
perceptions of school-based occupational therapy in facilitating the inclusion of
children with additional needs in primary schools?’. Data were collected via 35
- 40-minute semi-structured interviews with eight teachers, purposively selected,
who collaborate with OTs as part of a multi-disciplinary approach for children
with SEN. This purposive sample allowed for their knowledge and expertise on the
subject (Palinkas et al, 2015) and could best advise the researcher about the topic
being explored (Creswell, 2013). Semi-structured interviews were deemed most
suitable as they gather robust assumptions, values, and beliefs (Cohen et al., 2018)
and allows for openness of responses (Rubin and Rubin, 2012). Ethical approval
was sought and approved from the ethics board in the third level institution
associated with the research. Plain language statements and letters of consent were
distributed to the teachers and reminders of confidentiality and anonymity and the
right to withdraw at any stage was stated. The researcher was conscious of any
bias and took steps to ensure reflexivity such as checking in to make sure that
there would be no bias and accepting each answer as given. The interviews were
recorded digitally and were transcribed verbatim by the researcher. All names and
details were anonymised, and pseudonyms were used. To ensure confidentiality,
the data were stored on a password-protected personal laptop, which was only
accessible to the researcher.

Data analysis
Braun and Clarke’s (2006; 2021) six-step approach was used for thematic analysis.

Table one: Six stages of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2021)

Phase Description of the Process

1 |Data familiarisation All data was transcribed verbatim, was read
through and initial ideas were noted.

2 | Generating initial codes | Preliminary codes were identified in a
systematic way relating to the data.

3 | Searching for themes | Codes were grouped into potential themes. Data
relevant to each emerging theme was gathered.

4 |Reviewing themes Themes were reviewed and refined.
5 |Defining and naming | Data was read through and analysed to create
themes a narrative to address the research question.

Definitive terms for each theme were produced.
6 | Producing the report Following analysis and synthesising the data, a
final report was created.
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Limitations

The small data set does not allow for a wide variety of perspectives, nor is it
reflective of every single primary school teacher in the Republic of Ireland,
therefore results are not generalisable.

FINDINGS

Findings are categorised under three broad headings: (1) Understanding the role of
the OT; (2) challenges for in-school OT provision and (3) teacher recommendations.

Understanding the role of the O.T.:

All participants (n=8) felt that the role of the OT was to support “children to
enhance their fine and gross motor skills as well as sensory development so that
they can participate in their everyday activities both at home and here in school”
(Emily). Furthermore, there was knowledge that the OT supports children with
“poor muscular control and the basic day-to-day things such as eating, going to
the bathroom, buttoning up coats, managing belongings, social skills” (Rachel)
and for “supporting children with sensory processing difficulties and the processes
required for the participation in the everyday school activities” (Sharon). The OT
was seen as an advisor “on what type of equipment is specifically suited to a
child, and where to get it and that sort of stuff.” (Rachel) and assist with “using
equipment safely” (Niamh). Their presence was seen “a holistic support” (Mary),
helping “with practical stuff we could be doing in the classroom with a child,
improve their developmental levels and their ability to self-regulate” (Conor), and
not just focusing “on the child’s academic goals but also play in the class and yard
and self-care skills like taking on or off coats, washing hands” with “the goal of
reducing barriers for the child” (Ciara). Adrian summed up his understanding of
the role of the OT as an

“equality of provision, and then levelling the playing fields for all children. So,
if you look at a group of students through an OT lens it would be seeing how
we can give them all the fairest chance. And how can we adapt our learning
environment to create the most successful situation for each child”.

Most participants (n=5) revealed they had no prior knowledge or understanding
of the role of the OT prior to their professional collaboration with OTs in their
respective schools. Emily explained that she “always knew the importance of
motor skill development or sensory regulation, but I didn’t realise there was a
person specifically to help with that”. What became apparent from the data was
that all the participants (n=8) learnt of the role of the OT through professional
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interactions, from family information provided to the school and from their own
research. All participants (n==8) felt that they had little or no input on the role of OT
in their initial teacher education programmes or didn’t “recall [...] information on
other professionals that can support children like OTs being discussed” (Adrian)
and felt that “if you want to learn more about OT it is up to you to do your own
research or find available training” (Niamh). There was added concern that “there
is little to no training concerning collaborative practice with OTs which is a pity
because you can learn so much from their outlook” (Sharon) while Adrian stressed
receiving no “formal training or professional development in this area”. This
was a concern for all of the participants (n=8) as there were reports of “a high
prevalence of children requiring OT or who are already in the process of being
referred” (Conor), while Mary highlighted that “most years I had at least one child
in my class who was receiving OT”. Niamh pointed out that “there’s an increase
in children being referred to OT but unfortunately so many are spending years on
long waiting lists”. With children on waiting lists, participants felt that they could
not intervene as they didn’t have the skills or knowledge to assist.

Despite the prevalence of primary aged children requiring OT, the data disclosed
that schools face some common challenges around OT provision in schools.

Challenges to OT provision

Some participants (n=3) found a lack of consistency in the delivery of reporting
mechanisms from OTs that they worked with. Emily was vocal in her frustration
at an ad hoc approach to reporting, stating, “I received an OT report for one child
in the class, but I got the same report for another child despite the children have
completely different needs. 1 just felt it was a copy and paste job”. Other negative
interactions elucidated in this study was little or no consistent communication with
OTs, long waiting lists and the poor availability of the OT. At times, participants
found a lack of direct interaction with the child and/or teacher frustrating, and
some participants (n=2) felt that they got information second hand and carrying
out activities was left up to them with little or no guidance. While equipment was
seen as an essential component of OT services, Niamh described the additional
pressure associated with the physical use of equipment prescribed by the OT
for a child and a fear “that I may not be using the prescribed OT equipment
properly.”. There was an added pressure of “carrying out all the interventions
and achieving the goals set out by the OT while also carrying out your teaching
duties” (Conor) as well as trying to integrate the OT activities into the curriculum
(Emily). Similarly, it was felt that parents added to this pressure and because they
“have either waited years on a waiting list to see an OT or are paying a lot of
money for private OT... The parents want to know that the OT recommendations
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are carried out in school” (Adrian). What became apparent from the data was
a commitment of all participants in supporting the children in their classes and
although these added pressures were highlighted, there was no animosity towards
the OT activities. While there was full support and a belief in the necessity of
OT activities to support children with SEN, poor access to OT services was an
additional challenge. Sharon explained that:

“a lot of children with mild or moderate additional needs are missing out on
direct OT interaction ... I understand that the child with more complex needs
need direct OT intervention, but it is difficult for children that are not getting
interventions that are specific to the child and their interests.”

Conor commented on the lack of support for some children: “I would refer a child
to OT, but that child would then move on to another class and not gotten the
support for that year”.

Following these challenges, the participants had some recommendations for a
more consistent and equitable approach to OT services.

TEACHER RECOMMENDATIONS:

The three most popular recommendations from the participants around how to
improve OT services in school were: (1) improved communication between OTs
and teachers, (2) education and training on OT-Teacher collaborative practice and
(3) in-school access to OT services.

Improved OT-Teacher communication:

All participants (n=8) called on improved communication with OTs as the
current practice was dominated by poor interactions. Niamh, having received
a report on a child in her class, wanted “to be more informed on how to carry
out these interventions... and who can I get advice from on these?”. It was a
case of being left in limbo, having a report but no guidance on how to engage
in certain exercises with the children. The participants suggested many ways to
improve communication comprising consistent and regular online or face-to-face
meetings with an emphasis on “child-centred communication” (Emily) as crucial
in supporting a child with SEN. This practice provided opportunities to set goals
thus enhancing pupil outcomes and Rachel described a positive experience how:

“meetings were held with the OT and attended by me, the parent, the
SET, and the principal...We reviewed old targets and new ones. We had
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individual responsibilities and support from the OT in helping the child to
achieve their targets.”

Education and training

The majority of participants (n=5) reflected on the lack of information and
training available around working with OTs and suggested that “teacher training
colleges could definitely provide an insight into OT” (Mary). There was also
dissatisfaction towards a lack of existing supports in place for pupils awaiting
OT assessments and a lack of specific education and training on how teachers
can support children through OT. Despite this, participants took proactive steps
to mitigate against a lack of education and training. Emily explained that she had
“reframed [her] thinking with how I teach and think” and took it upon herself to
“figure things out”. There was a call for professional development for teachers on
working with OTs to become “confident and comfortable” in creating inclusive
classroom environments (Sharon). Peer-to-peer learning was suggested to develop
knowledge on working with the OT:

“If a teacher worked with a child with a specific need, they would then share
their learning from external professionals such as OTs with the others in the
school community. That way it is not just one teacher with all the knowledge
on how to cater for a specific condition or need” (Sharon).

In-school access to OT services

Reflecting on a previous employment, Rachel lauded the provision of an in-school
multi-disciplinary team where continuous access meant greater pupil progression.
The team set targets and if they experienced any difficulties, they “could link
in with the OT if we required further guidance”. Similarly, having an in-school
system, keeps everyone on the same page and having “files mean the new teacher
knows why the previous teacher referred the child to OT or offer an insight into
the child’s progress with OT” (Adrian).

DISCUSSION

The research in this study has highlighted the importance of collaboration
between the OT and the teacher (O’Donoghue et al, 2021) to support children in
their inclusion in education yet this is not without some difficulties. Participant
narratives demonstrated that understanding the role of the OT came mainly from
the practice of working with OTs. There was some dissatisfaction from the lack
of input for student teachers from Initial Teacher education (ITE) institutes,
congruent with research that suggests that teachers, particularly newly qualified
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teachers (NQTs), need more general input on SEN (Hick et al, 2019; O’Reilly and
Colum, 2021). This was further exacerbated by the fact that all participants had
children requiring support in their classrooms, with some on long waiting lists and,
as teachers, participants felt somewhat redundant in what they could do for the
children as they lacked specific knowledge. However, in line with the literature,
this did not deter participants from acknowledging the positive impact of OT input
for better outcomes (O’Donoghue, 2021) resulting in positive attitudes towards
OT-Teacher collaborative practice (Bayona et al., 2006; Bazyk and Case-Smith,
2010; Lynch et al., 2021).

Echoing findings from international research into the experiences of teacher / OT
collaboration (Benson et al, 2016; Echsel, 2019; Missiuna and Pollock, 2012), the
propensity of some OTs to rush through work was evident in some participants’
experiences with ‘copy and paste’ jobs a source of annoyance. Such experiences
were particularly problematic given the reliance on the OT but a word of caution
is warranted here as this is not reflective of the profession nor of all OTs, and all
participants’ narratives also speak to the critical role of the OT. The continuous
challenges such as inadequate funding, long waiting lists, lack of input, poor
communication, and a lack of knowledge on using specific equipment sheds more
light on the systemic difficulties for inclusion. Furthermore, a lack of education
and training around collaborative practice with OTs can contribute to undesirable
outcomes for both the child and teacher (O’Donoghue, 2021; Echsel et al, 2019;
and Missiuna et al., 2012). Participants’ sense of commitment to the inclusion of
children in their class is driven by the need of improved communication between
OTs and teachers, education, and training on OT-Teacher collaborative practice
and in school access to OT services. These recommendations are mirrored in the
research (Benson et al, 2016; Lynch et al., 2021; Patton et al, 2015) and reinforce
the sense of duty of both parties to collaborative practices for improved inclusive
outcomes for children with SEN.

CONCLUSION

This article has examined the important role of the OT for primary school children
with an emphasis on the collaboration between the OT and the teacher. The role
of the OT centres on the learning and retention of new skills through a child-led,
strengths-based approach that nurtures a process of identifying outcomes that are
most valued to the child as well as being a support and collaborative advisor for
the school community. This is turn is a necessary piece of the jigsaw for beneficial
inclusive practices for children struggling with OT difficulties. To effectively
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enhance the collaboration process formed by OT-education professionals
with conflicting philosophies of service provision and for whom services are
constructed differently, an evident need for more education and training exists.
The current research has also highlighted that there is a requirement for operative
collaboration for inclusion and mirroring the work of Gardiner (2023), calls on
the relevant bodies to provide the necessary funding, guidance, and professional
development to move forward with initiatives such as the school inclusion model
to further embed inclusion in our schools.
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Standardised Testing among Children
learning English as an Additional
Language (EAL) in Ireland: Normative
and Exclusionary Practices

Standardised testing has become an increasingly prominent feature in
education policy. In Ireland, standardised tests in literacy and numeracy are
compulsory for all pupils, with few exceptions, in second, fourth and sixth
classes and results of the tests are employed in increasingly powerful ways
by the Department of Education. In addition to deleterious effects such as
narrowing the curriculum and teaching to the test, there is an increasing body
of literature concerned with the impact of standardised tests on pupils. This
is particularly acute for children from minoritised ethnic backgrounds and
those learning English as an Additional Language. This critical quantitative
inquiry examined the standardised testing of five cohorts of children
learning English as an Additional Language (EAL) as they progressed
through a junior and senior primary school in Ireland. Data are drawn
from standardised tests scores of literacy, numeracy, verbal and non-verbal
intelligence. Findings include that the performance of the EAL children was
lower on all tests of verbal intelligence compared to the non-EAL groups.
This difference remained consistent as they progressed from junior to senior
primary school. No pattern of difference was identifiable between the groups
on ‘non-verbal’ reasoning tests. These findings have important implications
for educational professionals and policy makers including that these tests may
be inappropriate for EAL children and that the interpretation and reporting
of results needs to be qualified.
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Equity, Linguistic Diversity, Achievement Gap
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INTRODUCTION

Reflective of broader Irish society, the linguistic and ethnic profile of learners in
Irish classrooms is becoming increasingly diverse (Ni Dhuinn & Keane, 2023).
Such developments present schools with many opportunities, in addition to the
more well-documented challenges (Devine, 2011). Teaching is an increasingly
complex profession, demanding a command across a range of instructional and
pastoral roles. Within this increased complexity, assessment is one of the key
competencies expected of teachers (Murchan & Shiel, 2017). In 2011, as part of
a range of measures designed to improve and monitor standards in Irish primary
schools, the Irish government introduced mandatory standardised testing, taking
place annually in 2nd, 4th and 6th class. Children with a score below a STen of
four on standardised tests of literacy and numeracy are identified as children who
“may require some degree of additional teaching support” (DE, 2024). In line with
this policy directive, most schools use data from standardised tests to identify
children in need of additional support (O’Leary et al., 2019).

Considerations of the role of standardised testing in the scholastic lives of
minoritised children features strongly in the literature (MacRuairc, 2009; Nayir
et al., 2019). Difficulties generating valid and reliable assessment information
on linguistically diverse student populations is one of the primary obstacles to
these students achieving to their full potential (Menken 2008). Underperformance
on standardised tests can have direct consequences for learners of English as
an Additional Language (EAL), as shown by Darmody, McGinnity and Russell
(2022). Furthermore, researchers in the field of language acquisition and testing,
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such as De Angelis (2014), have raised concerns about the use of “monolingual
norms with bilinguals and second-language learners” (p.15).

Research suggests that monolingual standardised assessments are inappropriate
for use with bi- and multilingual children due to issues such as content bias,
linguistic bias, and the disproportionately small representation of these children in
normative samples (De Angelis, 2021; Shohamy, 2022). A focus on test results and
numerical data from testing alone is therefore viewed as an oversimplification of
the testing experience that can lead educators and teachers away from pedagogical
discourse regarding alternative interpretations resulting in misrepresentation and
misrecognition of bi- and multilingual children’s abilities (De Angelis, 2014). The
issues arising from these observations are myriad and include the over identification
(and under-identification) of EAL children as those in need of additional support
(Cummins, 2001; Kearns, 2011).

The project upon which this paper is based examined the standardised testing of five
EAL and non-EAL cohorts as they progressed through a junior and senior primary
school in Fingal County, Dublin, Ireland. Data are drawn from standardised tests
scores of literacy, Mary Immaculate College Reading Attainment Tests (MICRA-T;
Wall and Burke, 1987), numeracy, Standardised Irish Graded Mathematics
Attainment Tests (SIGMA-T; Wall and Burke, 1991) verbal intelligence (Non
Reading Intelligence Test (NRIT) (Young, 1989), re-standardised and re-named as
the New-Non Reading Intelligence Test (N)NRIT) (Young & McCarthy, 2012))
and non-verbal reasoning tests (GL Assessment, 2017). Findings include that the
performance of EAL groups was lower on all tests of verbal intelligence compared
to the non-EAL groups. This difference remained consistent as they progressed
from junior to senior primary school. No pattern of difference was identifiable
between the groups on ‘non-verbal’ reasoning tests. This paper explores the
implications of these results for education staff and highlights areas for further
research.

Standardised Testing in Irish Primary Schools

While there is substantial variation inrelation to the purpose, design, implementation
and use of results, the term standardised test usually refers to tests that are externally
designed and that aim to create conditions, scoring procedures and interpretations
of scores that are consistent across schools (Morris, 2011). Standardised tests in
literacy and numeracy were made compulsory in Irish primary schools in 2007.
When initially introduced in 2007, the results of standardised tests were used for
purposes associated with the identification of children with additional educational
needs and to assist in communication with parents (NCCA, 2007). Since then,
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however, education policy developments have ensured an increasingly enhanced
profile for standardised tests in Irish schools (O’ Leary et al., 2019). In 2011, the
National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy (DES, 2011a) expanded this original
role through reforms designed to raise standards in Irish primary schools. In 2017,
the DES further expanded the role of standardised tests with the assertion that data
from standardised testing provide a broad and objective basis by which to measure
differences between schools in levels of overall relative student achievement
(DES, 2017). Data from standardised tests now inform decisions on the allocation
of Special Education Teaching (SET) resources.

Education policy in Ireland recommends that children who have significant special
educational needs, such as those with mild or transient educational needs including
those associated with speech and language difficulties, social or emotional
problems, or co-ordination or attention control difficulties should be considered
for additional teaching support, as well as, students who have specific learning
disabilities, and those in need of support due to having EAL (DES, 2017, p.16). As
outlined above, children with a score below a STen of four on a standardised test of
literacy or numeracy may also require some degree of additional teaching support
with those scoring a STen of one or two (below the tenth percentile) identified as
in need of intensive support.

The underlying assumption of using standardised tests to identify children in need
of support is that test results will determine where students stand relative to others,
and that this information will be used to improve student outcomes in the interests
of inclusion and equity in education (Douglas et al., 2016). If the information
gathered for this purpose is not used to identify inequalities, to target interventions,
and to monitor the effectiveness of the interventions to ensure the elimination of
inequalities, then the validity of using tests for this purpose may be challenged
(Douglas et al, 2016). Many researchers have identified the disaggregation
of data as a key factor in ensuring inclusion and equity in education. Without
disaggregated data, inequalities between social groups are often obscured, thereby
creating an illusion of equity for children from traditionally marginalised groups
(Au and Knoester, 2017; Bradbury, 2019; Creagh, 2014; Demie, 2018).

Standardised Testing and Children Learning English as an Additional
Language

Children learning EAL are recognised as “at risk” of underperformance on
standardised tests. Negative consequences include these learners being labelled as
‘low achievers’ or a ‘low-ability student’. These labels can lead to internalisation
of low expectations and the development of poorer self-image as learners (Alford,
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2014). Furthermore, this can lead to loss of motivation for, and interest in,
education (Nusche, 2009), which risks becoming a self-fulfilling prophesy.

Theories in relation to second language acquisition suggest that it can take up to
10 years for Minority Language (ML) children to acquire the levels of language
proficiency necessary for them to have equal opportunity for success on a
standardised test in the dominant language (Collier and Thomas, 1989; Cummins,
2001). Part of the explanation for this is that they are catching up with a moving
target as their non-EAL peers progressively increase their literacy skills (Lou,
2020). Academic language proficiency is defined as including “knowledge of
less frequent vocabulary” in the language of instruction, as well as the “ability to
interpret and produce increasingly complex written and oral language” (Cummins,
2001, p. 66). As students advance through the grades, their proficiency in academic
language correspondingly increases. Students “encounter more low frequency
words” “complex syntax” and “abstract expressions that are virtually unheard of
in everyday conversation” (Cummins, 2001, p. 66). ML children may be perceived
to have, and ‘appear’ to have, good conversational skills but they may not have
the academic language proficiency required for verbal 1Q tests or tests that require
complex manipulation of language in cognitively demanding situations such
as those presented by the testing situation. In misunderstanding conversational
fluency as a valid index of overall linguistic proficiency, teachers run the risk of
attributing a lower score to a ‘learning disability’ or ‘deficiencies’ in the child
themselves or, conversely, poor academic performance may be attributed to lack
of proficiency in the language of instruction resulting in a failure to recognise a
learning difficulty (Zhang, Katsiyannis, Ju & Roberts, 2014). While very little
work has been undertaken in this area in Ireland, Cuba and Tefera (2024) argue
that this is “one of the most complex and systemic challenges” facing public
schools in the United States of America (USA) (p. 29).

Based on these criticisms of the implications of standardised testing on self-identity
of EAL children and associated impact of identification of need, the study upon
which this paper is based sought to answer the following two research questions:

1. Are there statistically significant differences between the performances of
EAL and the Non-EAL groups on standardised tests?

2. Is there evidence to suggest that the EAL groups were disadvantaged by their
levels of academic language proficiency in the tests?
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METHODOLOGY

This study was a Critical Quantitative Inquiry (Stage & Wells, 2014) into the
comparative performance of EAL and Non-EAL children on standardised tests
in one Irish primary school to ascertain any statistically significant differences
between the performances of both groups of children on those tests. The study
involved the collation, organisation and statistical analysis of large amounts of
raw data in the form of standardised test results. As such, a quantitative approach
was required in the study. However, the intention of this study was not merely to
give a statistical account of the performance of each group of children on the tests
but to make a critical inquiry into the comparative performance of the groups with
the intention of examining the issue of equality within the assessment regime.
This research was, therefore, deeply rooted in critical educational research,
the aim of which is to challenge discrimination if it is shown to exist from an
examination of the data. As a research paradigm, Critical Quantitative Inquiry
focuses on equity concerns that can be highlighted through analysis of large data
sets and by examining differences by, for example, language, ethnicity, class, and
gender (Stage & Wells, 2014.). Procedural ethical issues included the solicitation
of permission to proceed with the study from the Principals of both Junior and
Senior Schools. Data protection issues were addressed by redacting the names and
personal details of all children in the sample before entering them into the Excel
file.

Site and Sample

The site for this study was a connected junior primary and senior primary school
who share a campus in the electoral area of Fingal County in Dublin, Ireland.
Children attend the Junior School for the first four years of formal schooling
and then transfer to the Senior School for the remaining four years. Results of
standardised tests in 2™ class are passed to the Senior School to inform decisions
around ‘regrouping’ or ‘splitting’ of classes to form new ‘mixed ability’ classes.
Almost sixteen percent of the population of Fingal County self-identify as migrant
or minority ethnic (CSO, 2017). This statistic was reflected in the schools’
populations at the time of the study.

The study involved the statistical examination of the standard test scores of five
cohorts of children (V= 130-161) as they progressed through the school, from 1st
to 6th class, on standardised tests of literacy, numeracy, verbal and non-verbal
intelligence (N=9079), see Table 1. Empty cells indicate data were unavailable for
the particular occasion upon which that test was administered.
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Table 1: Sample sizes (n) by cohort, EAL status and test.
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Each cohort was divided into two groups, EAL and Non-EAL. The EAL groups
consisted of those children who were identified by their parents at the time of their
enrolment in the school as children who spoke a language other than English at
home as a first language and who were provided with access to English language
support during their first four years at school (N = 24 - 53). Length of time of
EAL support varied among the EAL groups from one to four years and was
determined variously by Department of Education and Science (DES) language
support policies, proficiency levels in English as measured on The Primary School
Assessment Kit (PSAK) (NCCA 2006), and length of attendance in the school.
The Non-EAL groups consisted of children who spoke English as a first language
and included all children who enrolled in the Senior School after third class (N =
82 - 115).

Each EAL group, in each cohort of the sample, refers to the same children initially
identified as EAL candidates in the Junior School. No new EAL children were
included in these EAL groups once they left the Junior School. This was to ensure
that the EAL children, initially identified as children who were in need of EAL
support, were fully tracked throughout their school years from enrolment in the
Junior School up until they left the Senior School in sixth class. Potential variables
such as socio-economic status and ethnicity were not consistently available
throughout the duration of the study so are not considered.
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The data were the test results of the sample, described in the research as the 2006,
2007, 2008, 2009 and 2010 Cohorts, according to the year of enrolment in Junior
Infants, on standardised tests of verbal intelligence, (NRIT, Young, 1989; NNRIT,
Young and McCarthy, 2012); standardised tests of non-verbal reasoning, (NVRT,
GL Assessment, 2017), standardised tests in literacy (Micra-T), and standardised
tests in numeracy (Sigma-T). The NRIT and NNRIT are referred to collectively
as the (N)NRIT in this paper. The data extend from those collected in May 2009,
at 1st class with the 2006 Cohort, to May 2016. At this cut-off point, data were
unavailable for 6th class for the 2009 Cohort and for 5th and 6th class for the 2010
Cohort.

Data Analysis

Raw data, in the form of individual scores, were input to an Excel spreadsheet
and were then imported into SPSS. Individual scores were aggregated and using
the T-test (Group Statistics) to generate descriptive statistics (N, Mean, Standard
Deviation and Standard Error Mean) and the T-test (Independent Samples Test)
to generate inferential statistics (values of t, the degrees of freedom (df), and
the associated statistical significance (Sig. [2-tailed]), the performances on the
standardised tests of the groups were compared for difference (t). This paper
presents an analysis of the data from the verbal intelligence tests (Non Reading
Intelligence Test (NRIT) (Young, 1989), re-standardised and re-named as the
New-Non Reading Intelligence Test (N)NRIT) (Young & McCarthy, 2012)), non-
verbal reasoning tests (NVRT) and literacy tests (Micra-T).

FINDINGS

(New) Non-Reading Intelligence Test

The t-test for independent samples indicated that the mean scores of the EAL
groups on the (N)NRIT were statistically significantly lower nine times out of the
ten occasions examined than the mean scores of the non-EAL groups. These data
are presented in Figures 1 and 2, with the relevant mean scores for each cohort
included. Figure 1 presents the data from the first occasion of testing, in 1st class,
while Figure 2 presents the data from the second occasion of testing, in 5th class
for cohort 1, in 4th class for cohort 2 and in 3rd class for cohorts 3,4 and 5.
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Figure 1: Comparisions of mean scores of EAL & Non-EAL groups on (N)
NRIT, Occasion 1 in 1st class.

11%

LRy
Leeh
= 100
5
& 5
0
-1
Cohort 1: 7006 Cohod 3= 3007 Cohort b 200W  Cohorfdc D009 Cohort 3 2000
1Let flasis) (11 elasa) {141 Elaad) | Let £lddqal 14 Sladi)
WLAL s? BES7 51 85 105 26 0 07
B pion-EAL e 98 149 P L AF D3

WiaL Wijon-{ag

Figure 2: Comparision of Mean scores of EAL & Non-EAL groups on (N)
NRIT Occasion 2 in 5th, 4th or 3rd class.
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The achievement gap between the groups also remained consistent on the (N)
NRIT as the groups progressed through the school. The consistent nature of the
achievement gap between EAL and Non-EAL groups on this test of intelligence
can be viewed in Table 2 below.

Table 2: Mean EAL and Non-EAL Scores on (N)NRIT, NVRT, Literacy &
Numeracy

Note: Statistically Significantly Lower Mean Scores for EAL groups on (N)NRIT
Highlighted in Red

Non-Verbal Reasoning Test

In terms of the NVRT, there was no significant difference between the mean scores
of the EAL and the Non-EAL group on four of the five occasions. As shown
in Figure 3 below, there was only one occasion where there was a statistically
significant difference. This occurred with the 2009 cohort when the mean score of
the EAL group (M = 107.68, SD = 10.84) was statistically significantly higher (t
(130) =2.07, p = .041) than the mean score of the Non-EAL group (M = 103.32,
SD 10.90).
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Figure 3: Comparisons of Mean Scores of EAL & Non-EAL groups on NVRT

11%

1cr
- 150
=
& i
20
]
ox]

Cohmf §- 3000 Eohea® 1 T Coh® - TOOH Enhauf A S0 Cohoet 5 RO
|SER chinvid 14Eh elirpi) [drd cSiid) LFed £Raik)] [ £l |

WAL LOT.52 bOG Y 8T 107 &8 FOE 14

W pon-LAL PO J0a. 0l 107194 1A JOLNT

WAL Wwen

Literacy Tests

The analysis of the Literacy Test data revealed that there was a significant difference
between the test groups. The EAL groups scored statistically significantly lower
on 16 of 26 occasions, and lower on seven other occasions. The achievement gap
in literacy remains significant in 2006, 2007 and 2008 Cohorts as they progress
from 1st to 6th class. In 2009 and 2010 Cohorts, the gap grows steadily from 2nd
class onwards. This becomes significant in 5th class in 2009 Cohort.
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Figure 4: Comparison of mean EAL scores and Non-EAL scores on reading
tests from 1st to 6th class for all cohorts
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DISCUSSION

This study examined the comparative performance of five cohorts of EAL and
non-EAL children on a range of standardised tests on ten different occasions
as they progressed through primary school in Ireland. Though limited to this
single-site, the findings provide statistically significant results that demonstrate
the underperformance of EAL children on the (N)NRIT. Two clear findings were
identified in support of this. The first was that EAL groups of children performed
statistically significantly lower on nine of the ten occasions and lower on the
10th occasion examined. The second was that the achievement gap between the
EAL and the Non-EAL groups remained consistent on the (N)NRIT as the groups
progressed through the school. The persistent nature of this achievement gap was
clearly identifiable in the 2007, 2008, 2009 and 2010 cohorts. The extent of the
gap remains quite similar from when they were initially tested in 1st class to when
they were subsequently tested in 3rd or 4th class.

The persistent nature of this achievement gap can be explained by the fact that
Non-EAL children are not ‘standing still’ while waiting for EAL children to catch
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up (Lou, 2020). On one occasion, in this study, a narrowing of the gap between
the two groups was observed. This was when the (N)NRIT was carried out for the
second time in 5Sth class, with the 2006 cohort. By 5% class, the EAL children had
been learning English for six years and one explanation for the narrowing of the gap
could be that the language proficiency levels of the EAL group were approaching
grade norms after six years (see Table 2). The EAL mean on this occasion (M=
93.32) however, does not compare favourably with any of the other Non-EAL
mean scores in the study, indicating that they still had a considerable distance to go
in order to ‘catch up’ with the overall average Non-EAL performance, even after
six years learning English.

It could be suggested that the reason for consistently significant underperformance
by the EAL groups on the (N)NRIT was simply because the EAL groups were of
lower academic ability. Evidence from the NVRT results examined in this study
can be used to refute any explanation for these differences on the basis of lower
academic ability among the EAL groups. There were no statistically significant
differences between the EAL and the Non-EAL groups on four out of the five
occasions on which the results of the NVRT were examined. On the one occasion
where there was a statistically significant difference between the groups, the EAL
group scored statistically significantly higher than the Non-EAL group. On the
other four occasions that the NVRT was examined, each group scored higher/lower
on two occasions each, with no evidence of statistically significant difference. In
contrast to the (N)NRIT, no pattern of difference was identifiable between the
groups on this ‘non-verbal’ reasoning test (see Figure 3). Given the resounding
evidence on the impact of test scores on the educational trajectories for many
children learning EAL, including the issue of “disproportionate representation” in
SEN, these findings are deeply troubling.

IMPLICATIONS

This study highlights the recurring underperformance of EAL children in
an Irish primary school on standardised tests of verbal intelligence when
compared to their non-EAL peers. School leaders, teachers, psychologists
and other para-educational professionals, parents and care-givers, and
children themselves, should be made aware that these tests may be in-
appropriate for EAL children and that the interpretation and reporting of
results needs to be qualified. In recognition of the profound influence that
assessment can have on the motivation and self-esteem of pupils, educators
of EAL children must be sophisticated in their understanding of the ad-
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ministration, interpretation and communication of test results to children,
their families and other education professionals. A comprehensive under-
standing of the nature of second language acquisition would help to ensure
that the abilities and achievements of children learning EAL are recognised
and represented accurately and appropriately. This would help to limit the
“disproportionate representation” (Zhang et al., 2014) of children learning
EAL in SEN.

At school level, teachers should be enabled to make professional and ethical
decisions in relation to the suitability of tests for particular groups of children
in light of this analysis, and to interpret, record and report results informed by
such analysis. Availability of targeted CPD in this area would be of benefit to all
professionals involved. Inclusion of more detailed information on the language
profile of each child being tested would ensure that the child’s future teachers and
others who may have access to these records are aware of the context in which the
tests were undertaken. This would support a more sophisticated interpretation of
these results, as professionals are supported to interpret the results in light of the
language profile of the students involved.

It is also evident that this area requires considerable increased attention from
the research community in Ireland. In addition to an analysis of the impact of
language on test scores and subsequent funnelling into SEN, further research work
might also take an intersectional approach so that the impact of multidimensional
identities within the population learning EAL are considered. This work might
also take into consideration the voices of the children and families most affected
by these decisions.
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The Use of a Functional Behavioural
Assessment and Positive Behaviour
Support to Address Behaviours of
Concern

Behaviour of concern can typically occur when the social, academic, or
environmental requirements placed on an individual outweigh the skills they
have to respond in an adaptive manner. Positive Behaviour Support (PBS) is
a decision-making process based on individualised assessment data drawn
from a Functional Behavioural Assessment (FBA). This approach is based
on understanding behaviour from a multitude of perspectives and viewing
behaviours of concern as a form of communication. The current article
outlines the use of an FBA and the implementation of a PBS Plan with the
parents of a 5-year-old autistic boy named Rory*, of whom was displaying
behaviours of concern, namely hitting and biting. The FBA process identified
the predominant functions of these behaviours which were access to preferred
tangibles and escape from non-preferred activities. Additionally, the FBA
process identified the aspects of Rory’s autism diagnosis which may have
been impacting the behaviours such as his difficulty with transitioning and
emotional regulation, along with the possibility of social masking throughout
the school day. A PBS Plan was devised to review how the environment could
be altered in order to meet Rory’s needs and promote positive behaviour.
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BACKGROUND

Behaviours of Concern and Autism

Over time, the terminology ‘behaviours of concern’ has replaced ‘challenging
behaviours’ as the latter language places blame and stigmatisation on individuals
who engage in such behaviours and implies that the behaviour is inherent within
the person (Government of Ireland, 2022; Jorgensen et al., 2023). Alternatively,
the term ‘behaviours of concern’ identifies that there is a safety risk or a wellbeing
concern for both the individual engaging in the behaviour as well as those
around them (Government of Ireland, 2022; Javaid et al., 2020). Prevalence rates
demonstrate that between 5-15% of individuals with additional needs present with
behaviours of concern in educational, health or social care services (NICE, 2015).
These can range from minor incidents to high levels of dysregulated behaviour
which can impact an individual’s social opportunities in addition to their emotional
wellbeing and academic development (Government of Ireland, 2022).

Autistic individuals may display behaviours of concern due to factors such as
communication and sensory processing needs, heightened levels of anxiety,
difficulty coping with change and uncertainty of what is coming next (Government
of Ireland 2022; NICE; 2015; Farmer & Aman, 2011). In particular, autistic
individuals can find ‘transitioning’ to be immensely stressful; this is the process of
moving from task to task or from one place to another. Transitions can occur daily
such as leaving the home environment to go to the school setting or can present
when more significant life changes occur such as moving house (NCSE, 2020).
Transitions, particularly unplanned changes, may result in significant emotional
distress leading to behaviours of concern (Middletown Centre for Autism, 2024).
Additionally, research identifies that members of the autistic community may
employ strategies to cope within their everyday social world, known as social
‘camouflaging’ (Cook et al., 2021). This can involve individuals masking their
autistic characteristics or implementing compensatory strategies to assimilate or
“fit-in’ with their peers (Hull et al., 2021; McQuaid et al., 2021). Aligning with
this, it is reported that autistic individuals can be bombarded with social, sensory,
and academic demands all day and may suppress the anxiety it causes them.
Consequently, this can result in what is referred to as ‘After School Restraint
Collapse’, whereby autistic children and adolescents may be reported to release
their emotions using externalising behaviours, such as shouting or hitting out
when they return to a safe space; often the home environment (Middletown Centre
for Autism, 2021).

It is well documented that autistic people have difficulties with executive
functioning, particularly in relation to cognitive flexibility and planning (Costecu
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et al., 2023; Han et al., 2013). Previous research has identified links between such
executive functioning difficulties and the implementation of emotional regulation
strategies, whereby autistic children and adolescents can use less adaptive
emotional regulation strategies, making them more vulnerable to augmented
levels of stress (Jahromi et al., 2019; Mazefsky et al., 2014).

Maslow’s (1943) Hierarchy of Needs is a psychological theory proposing that
human needs are arranged by levels of necessity and individuals are motivated
to fulfil their needs in a hierarchy, whereby they will attempt to satisfy basic
physiological or subsistence needs first. Both autistic and allistic individuals may
exhibit behaviours of concern due to unmet physiological needs for example being
too hot, too cold, in pain or in need of sleep (Government of Ireland, 2022). In a
similar vein, the Biopsychosocial Model identifies the multifactorial influences on
behaviours of concern namely biological factors such as genetics, social factors
such as family influences and psychological factors, for example, mental health
influences. It can be helpful to view concerning behaviours through this lens as
it promotes a holistic approach through recognition of the range of factors that
may impact on behaviour and considers the interaction between such factors
(Hernandez & Blazer, 2006). This model depicts a continuum of functioning
on which all individuals exist, dependent on a myriad of factors. Based on this,
behaviours of concern are viewed through the lens that they are functional i.e, the
individual is communicating a message through their behaviour (Gore et al., 2022;
Walker 2020).

Functional Behavioural Assessment

Functional Behavioural Assessment (FBA) is a problem-solving process whereby
the possible causes and functions of behaviour are explored; providing a roadmap
to efficacious intervention (Fahmie and Luczynski 2019; Hanley et al., 2003).
FBA is an umbrella term for a variety of methods used to identify the variables
that influence the occurrence of behaviours of concern. It is widely researched
that the identification of the functions behind behaviour is key to devising a
successful intervention plan (Hurl et al., 2016; Anderson et al., 2015; Alvarez
et al.,, 2014) and there is strong empirical support for the success of FBA in
identifying those underlying functions (Gable et al., 2014). Importantly, behaviour
support practitioners have reported that when behavioural strategies are based
on a sound understanding of the functions of an individual’s behaviour, it aids
them in protecting and upholding the human rights of the individuals they work
with (Leif et al., 2023). Six main functions of behaviour have been identified
in previous research: namely connection-seeking, gaining access to a tangible,
gaining sensory stimulation, escaping a certain task, and escaping some form of
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discomfort (Albert & Troutman 2009). Within the FBA approach, the function
of behaviour is represented by a change in an independent variable i.e., an
environmental condition and the effect is represented by a change in a dependent
variable i.e., behaviour. According to the NICE (2015) guidelines, the assessment
of behaviours of concern must follow a systematic phased approach, whereby
the assessor’s objective is to gain a functional understanding of the behaviour.
Therefore, the assessment process is exploring what the individual is attempting
to communicate through their behaviour i.e., sensory distress, dislike of an activity
etc. (Government of Ireland, 2022).

The initial assessment constitutes an operational description of the behaviour,
including its severity, frequency, and duration in order to identify common
predictors of the behaviour (Crone et al., 2015). The FBA describes the behaviour
in a measurable and observable way, depicting exactly what the specific behaviour
looks like. This will be supplemented by an identification of events which predict
where the behaviours are most and least likely to occur, in addition to possible
functions of the behaviours.

There are a myriad of different methods used for FBA, including direct and
indirect approaches. Direct methods constitute information gathered via direct
observation such as Antecedent-Behaviour-Consequence (ABC charts) and
scatterplots. ABC Charts can be useful in identifying setting events, which are
more broad circumstances that could be increasing the likelihood of a behaviour
such as sleep pattern or medical illness. ABC Charts can also identify triggers
for the behaviour such as being asked to stop a preferred activity or being asked
to complete a non-preferred task. Additionally, ABC charts can establish when
the target behaviour does and does not occur, as well as what happens as a result
of the child engaging in the behaviour of concern (Government of Ireland,
2022). Scatterplots provide information on the timing of the occurrence of target
behaviours, rather than the antecedents and consequences of the behaviour. This
can be useful in hypothesizing the environmental conditions that are contributing
to certain behaviours and can guide further assessment procedures (Miltenberger
etal., 2019; Llyod & Kennedy, 2014).

Indirect methods involve gathering information from an informant such as a parent
through the use of interviews, questionnaires, and rating scales, for example, the
Questions about Behavioural Function questionnaire (QUABF) (Paclawskyj,
2000) and the Functional Analysis Screening Tool (FAST) (Iwata and DeLeon
2005). Practitioners report an almost exclusive reliance on indirect assessments
when conducting an FBA as they provide a consistent format, are easy administer
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and time efficient (Oliver et al., 2015). However, it is important to note that
evaluations of the psychometric properties of indirect assessment methods show
only modest reliability and validity (Iwata et al., 2013).

Positive Behaviour Support

Positive Behaviour Support (PBS) is a values-led approach to supporting
individuals through the use of evidence-based teaching and behaviour support
strategies. Kincaid et al., (2016) propose an updated definition of PBS which
is committed to the use of sensitive, positive approaches and eschews the use
of aversive, harmful interventions. PBS is described as an ongoing process of
data-based assessment and decision-making strategies that are respectful of
a person’s dignity and wellbeing with the aim to enhance the person’s overall
quality of life, consistent with the human rights model of disability (Leif et al.,
2023). The abovementioned is the definition of PBS referred to in the current
research. A core practice of PBS is to promote proactive strategies in order to
minimise the likelihood of a behaviour of concern occurring. One such example
is that of differential reinforcement of alternative behaviours (DRAs), whereby
reinforcement is provided for the occurrence of a target behaviour, alternative to
the behaviour of concern being reduced (Bradley, 2016). It is important that the
alternative option acts as a functional replacement for the individual. For example,
if a child is hitting their sibling to seek connection, explicitly teaching them a
socially appropriate behaviour such as telling jokes or saying ‘Hi, can we play?’
is effective as it serves the same functional purpose and is a more appropriate
way of seeking connection (Hill et al., 2020). Reactive strategies are also a
component of PBS- these are planned responses to the presentation of identified
concerning behaviours. Notably, reactive strategies can be considered punitive
practices and do not aim to achieve long-term behaviour change. Moreover,
reactive strategies are likely to be more effective when drawing on person-centred
approaches; recognising situations and settings that may act as triggers for the
individual (NICE, 2015). In relation to this, the Department of Education are
currently developing guidelines for schools on the management of behaviours of
concern. These guidelines are expected to place a strong emphasis on prevention
and positive behavioural approaches, refute the concept of seclusion and refer
to the premise that physical intervention should never be used for disciplinary
purposes (Madigan, 2023).

PBS and Neurodiversity

It is necessary to note that the use of PBS has received negative feedback from
those who perceive this approach to deny neurodivergent individuals’ part of
their identity and conform to neurotypical preferences. Criticism around PBS

48



generally refers to historical work in the field of Applied Behaviour Analysis;
however contemporary work within the field is characterised by being person-
centred and built on values of respect (Gore et al., 2022). Both the neurodiversity
movement and the social model of disability propose that when autistic people
face challenges in their world, these are primarily as a result of the interaction
between the autistic person and their environment. For example, sensory aversions
to loud noises can make it more difficult for autistic individuals to navigate a world
designed for allistic people (Terroso, 2021; Belek, 2019; Chapman, 2019). The use
of PBS is consistent with the abovementioned idea that behaviour is influenced
by environmental factors. Accordingly, professionals implementing PBS aim to
focus on eliminating environmental triggers, developing positive environmental
alterations and teaching the individual functional skills in a neuroaffirmative way
(Jorgenson et al., 2023; Leif et al., 2023).

METHODS

The current research explores a single-subjects case design whereby professional
behaviour support was implemented with the parents of a five-year-old boy, Rory*.
The family were existing users within the service due to Rory’s autism diagnosis
and complex needs. They requested support in response to a recent escalation in
behaviours of concern. Parents gave written consent for the clinician to work with
them and were informed of their right to withdraw at any stage of the process
without consequence. A key principle underpinning the work was that of Family
Centred Practice, whereby the family of the young person is regarded as the pivotal
factor in supporting their child’s development. This model empowered the family
to set their own objectives and goals with the clinician (HSE, 2021; Dunst, 2002).
Collaboratively, the clinician and parents aimed to identify the communicative
intent behind the behaviours of concern and explore how the home environment
could be altered in order to promote positive behaviour. Additionally, it was hoped
that the PBS plan would include strategies to support Rory with his emotional
regulation skills and help to cultivate meaningful and supportive interactions
within the family dynamic.

IDENTIFICATION OF NEED
The clinician used the FAST tool with Rory’s parents to operationalise his
target behaviour by defining it objectively (Storey & Haymes, 2023). This tool

is an indirect functional assessment method using a rating scale which provides
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preliminary information around the environmental and physical factors that
influence behaviour. The reliability of the FAST is considered to be moderate at
best, with a general lack of predictive validity. However, given the nature of the data
generated by the FAST, the low reliability and validity is unsurprising (Iwata et al.,
2013). The Behaviour Problems Inventory (BPI-S) was also conducted with Rory’s
parents. This is an informant-based behaviour rating scale to assess behaviours
of concern present for individuals with developmental differences (Mascitelli
et al., 2015). The BPI-S has adequate to good internal consistency, inter-rater
agreement, and test-retest reliability (Bowring et al., 2017; Mascitelli et al., 2015;
Rojahn et al., 2012). This tool aided the clinician in identifying the intensity with
which certain behaviours occurred, for example mild, moderate, severe; and the
frequency at which they occurred, for example daily, weekly or monthly. For the
current research, the clinician collaborated with parents to focus on the behaviours
occurring daily with severe intensity. Based on the FAST and the BPI-S, the broad
behaviours of concern were identified as physical aggression to others. Pre-cursor
behaviours are any behaviour or response that occurs immediately prior to the
target behaviour (Herscovitch et al., 2009). The pre-cursor to Rory’s behaviours of
concern were identified as growling, screaming, shaking of fists, slamming doors
and cursing. The target behaviour was then defined in terms that were intended to
be both observable and measurable to anyone working with Rory. The behaviour
was defined in a way that if two or more adults were viewing the behaviour, they
should be able to agree on whether or not they are viewing the defined behaviour
(Hill et al., 2020; Moreno et al., 2017). The operationalised definition of behaviour
was as follows: Any instance of hitting family members using a closed fist and
biting family members using his teeth on their arm or hand, leaving temporary
marks, or breaking the skin. Nonexamples of the behaviour were also discussed
with parents, for example if Rory kicks his sibling or throws a toy this should not
be recorded as it is not the target behaviour.

DATA COLLECTION

Antecedent-Behaviour-Consequence (ABC) Chart

As part of the data collection, Rory’s parents were required to complete ABC
charts. This involved parents directly observing the behaviour of concern i.e., the
operationalised behaviour, and recording 1) What happened directly before the
behaviour, known as the antecedent 2) Describe the behaviour itself in terms of
where it happened, what it looked like, the duration etc. and 3) Describe what
happened directly after the behaviour, known as the consequence (Miltenberger et
al., 2019). The ABC Chart demonstrated that antecedents for Rory engaging in the
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target behaviour were as follows: being asked to travel in the car, being instructed
to turn off his tablet and being instructed to go into the shower. The ABC Chart
demonstrated that consequences of Rory engaging in the behaviour consisted of
being given the tablet for additional time, delaying the start time of showering, or
avoiding tasks.

Scatterplot

One of the functions of the FBA it to gather information on situations in which
the target behaviour is most and least likely to occur (Miltenberger et al., 2019).
A scatterplot was identified as an appropriate option for parents to complete for a
one-week duration in the home setting as part of the data collection. Scatterplots
involve collecting frequency data within continuous intervals. For the current
study, Rory’s parents completed the scatterplot on an hourly basis, for example, if
the target behaviour occurred between 9-10am, they ticked the corresponding box
on the scatterplot. The baseline data showed that the target behaviour occurred
twice every day between 2-3pm and 5-6pm. It was identified that both of these
timeframes aligned with when Rory was required to go to the car to collect his sister
from extra-curricular activities. Parents noted that behaviours lasted between 10 to
40 minutes per incident. It was shown that the behaviour occurred more frequently
on Saturday and Sunday, with two occurrences between 11am-1pm. Relatedly, it
was identified that on weekends, there was an increase in time spent in the car
collecting his sister and this was offered as an explanation for the increase in target
behaviours. The clinician and parents also found the scatterplot useful to explore
times of the day that the behaviours of concern were not occurring, often referred
to in therapeutic approaches as ‘finding exceptions’ to the issue being explored
(Jordan & Turns, 2016). Exceptions to the behaviours of concern were noted when
he was spending one to one time with a parent or when he was spending time alone
playing with toys or on his tablets.

FINDINGS

The findings of the direct and indirect assessment methods demonstrated that the
target behaviours served multiple functions, namely escape from non-preferred
activities and access to preferred items.

Escape from demands and activities

As determined by assessment and data collection tools, one of the main
functions of the concerning behaviour was noted as escape from non-preferred
activities. Escape-maintained behaviours are known as serving a social-negative
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reinforcement function and are a common maintaining variable for behaviours of
concern (Geiger et al., 2010). Rory engages in target behaviours to avoid doing
something that he does not peak his interest. For example, over time he has learned
that when he engages in hitting and biting before shower time, this is likely to
delay the starting time of his shower. This behaviour is multi-functional whereby
it serves an escape purpose of delaying the non-preferred activity of showering,
while also allowing him to gain access to a tangible, which is additional time on
his tablet. Additionally, it was evident from the assessment methods that target
behaviours often occur when accompanying his parents in the car to collect his
sister from school or extra-curricular activities. ABC Charts demonstrated that
Rory was usually engaging in preferred activities directly before he was expected
to walk straight to the car.

Access to a tangible
The results of the assessment methods showed that one of the motivations behind
Rory’s behaviours is often to access a preferred tangible or activity. This means
that the function of behaviour is to gain access to preferred item or participate in
an enjoyable activity.

Sensory Stimulation

Analysis of the FAST Tool and qualitative findings from the parent interview
identified that Rory may engage in the target behaviours because it is physically
stimulating or is providing a calming or pleasing sensation for him. He may be
seeking tactile and deep pressure proprioceptive input from the feeling of biting
down or hitting others (Middletown Centre for Autism A, n.d).

Behaviours viewed through the context of Rory’s Autism diagnosis
Throughout the FBA process, it became apparent that Rory’s target behaviour
should be navigated within the context of his autism diagnosis. Such factors
include the following:

Difficulty with transitioning:

It was identified that Rory finds transitions from preferred activities to non-preferred
activities difficult. This aligns with research demonstrating that transitioning
between activities can pose difficulties for autistic individuals whereby they
may resist the transition through displays of behaviour that is difficult to manage
(Sterling-Turner and Jordan, 2007). This is demonstrative of his need for certainty
and clarity around transitioning from one activity to the next.

Potential of Social Masking and ‘After School Restraint Collapse’
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It is notable that Rory’s target behaviours are not observed in the school setting.
It is possible that Rory is engaging in social masking throughout the day and
consequently experiencing anxiety and behaviours of concern on returning home
from school. This has been likened to a Coca Cola bottle exploding after it has been
shaken (Middletown Centre for Autism, n.d). It is possible that Rory is bombarded
with social and academic demands throughout the school day and is suppressing
his emotional responses until he returns home.

Cognitive Flexibility

It is demonstrated that Rory may be having difficulty finishing one task and
initiating another. This could be as a result of executive functioning difficulties
which autistic individuals often struggle with. Executive functioning encompasses
higher-order cognitive processes including cognitive flexibility. This is also
known as ‘shifting’ and refers to the ability to start new tasks (Blijd-Hoogewys et
al., 2014). It is possible that Rory is exhibiting struggles with cognitive flexibility
which is further contributing towards his behaviours of concern. This will be
factored into the intervention plan through providing Rory with predictability
around what is coming next within his day and giving him set times to finish and
move on from tasks.

Emotional Regulation

A diagnosis of autism is often associated with difficulties with emotional
regulation, constituting amplified emotional responses and poor emotional control
(Sung et al., 2022). Attaining emotional regulation is the ability to exhibit an
appropriate emotional response when exposed to high arousal stimuli. Research
has demonstrated that autistic individuals demonstrate a less adaptive pattern of
emotional regulation strategy use (Mazefsky et al., 2013). Assessment methods
showed that Rory exhibits emotional dysregulation through externalizing
behaviours such as hitting, biting and verbal responses.

POSITIVE BEHAVIOUR SUPPORT PLAN
Based on assessment findings, a PBS Plan was created with Rory’s parents (See

Table 1). This addressed the functions of Rory’s behaviours, in addition to autism-
specific supports and strategies to support his overall wellbeing.
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Table 1: Rory’s PBS Plan

Positive Behaviour Support Plan

Hypothesized
Function via
FBA

Environmental Strategies
(Proactive)

Skills Teaching

Direct Intervention
(Reactive)

Social Escape

-Visual Schedule: The creation
of a visual schedule will pro-
vide certainty and predictability
around the sequence of activi-
ties for the day ahead.

-Visual Timer: Prior to
non-preferred activities, use
of a visual timer will act as a
visual representation to show
how much time is left doing a
preferred activity.

-First, Then Board: If Rory
is struggling to follow de-
mands in an attempt to escape
non-preferred activities, give
clear directions in a ‘First-
Then’ format, using visuals.
The ‘First’ picture should be
a picture of the non-preferred
activity such as showering or
travelling in the car. The ‘Then’
picture should be a preferred
activity such as playing outside
or using a tablet. This will
help to motivate him as he will
know what is expected of him
and will provide more structure
to the tasks.

-Increase opportunities for
choice: When he is engaging
in a non-preferred activity, he
should be given choices in or-
der to reduce target behaviours,
gain some control over the
activity and increase com-
pliance (Geiger et al., 2010).
For example, Rory might be
allowed to choose the songs
played in the car on the way to
collect his sister.

-Social Story: This is a visual-
ly presented, personalized story
describing social situations and
behaviour expectations which
has been shown to be effective
for use with autistic individuals
(Gray, 2021).

-Functional Communication
Training: Rory will be taught
how to use a ‘Break’ card. If he
feels he is getting emotionally
dysregulated he can communi-
cate this to his caregiver. This
will provide continued access
to escape, while also targeting
communicative skills (Geiger
etal., 2010).

-Emotion Coaching
Strategies (Siegel and
Byron, 2012):

1) Connect and Re-Direct
When struggling to
regulate his emotions,
caregivers should acknowl-
edge emotions through
physical touch, empathet-
ic facial expressions, a
nurturing tone of voice and
non-judgmental listen-

ing. Caregivers can then
redirect Rory with logical
explanation and planning.
Once he is in a calm and
alert state, discussions
around misbehaviors

can occur, not during the
incident.

2) Name it to Tame It
Caregivers should encour-
age Rory to re-tell stories
of incidences where his
target behaviours occurred,
in order to empower him to
move on and give words to
his frightening experi-
ences. If Rory is helped

to name his emotion and
pain, this may help to tame
it. Saying something like
‘I saw Dad told you to go
to the car, and you began
screaming and hitting him.
That must have been really
upsetting for you. What
happened after you hit
Dad? How did you feel?’
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Table 1: Rory’s PBS Plan (continued)

Positive Behaviour Support Plan

Hypothesized
Function via
FBA

Environmental Strategies
(Proactive)

Skills Teaching

Direct Intervention
(Reactive)

3) Paying Attention to
What’s Going on Inside
Teachers and caregivers
can educate Rory on what
is happening in his body
when he experiences
target behaviours. Bring
his attention to identifying
physical sensations such as
clenched fists as indicators
of anger. It may be helpful
to provide Rory with an
outline of a cartoon body
as a tool to help him
identify and draw out what
happens inside him when
he engages in a target
behaviour, i.e., heart rate
increases, sweaty palms,
furrowed eyebrows.
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Table 1: Rory’s PBS Plan (continued)

Positive Behaviour Support Plan

Hypothesized
Function via
FBA

Environmental Strategies
(Proactive)

Skills Teaching

Direct Intervention
(Reactive)

Access to a
Tangible

-Schedule a transitional activ-
ity: If time allows, an activity
of moderate preference may

be scheduled between highly
preferred and highly non-pre-
ferred activities. For example,
following his iPad time, Rory
may be allowed to play with
his Lego, before going for a
shower.

- Functional Communication
Training: Teach Rory specifi-
cally how to appropriately ask
or signal for a tangible, such as
the iPad. This way, he will be
taught the skills to get what he
wants without engaging in the
target behaviours.

-Use of the Incredible 5-Point
Scale: This is a direct, instru-
mental way of teaching Rory
about his emotions. Feelings are
made visual and concrete. This
strategy simplifies emotions by
assigning them a number and a
colour (Dunn Buron and Curtis,
2012). The objective of using
this resource is that overtime,
Rory will be taught to recognize
his own emotions and strategies
to monitor and regulate himself
when needed.

-Interval Schedule of
Reinforcement: This means
that reinforcement becomes
available after a specific period
of time. As Rory shows an
absorbing interest in stickers,
these will be used as a token.
Rory will receive a sticker each
evening if he has displayed
appropriate behaviours and
target behaviours have not
occurred. Behaviour expecta-
tions will be clearly discussed
with Rory. The chart will be
situated at eye-level on the
fridge and Rory will place the
sticker on the chart himself to
give him control and boost his
self-esteem. If he continuously
receives the sticker reinforcer
every two days, he will receive
a reward, such as additional
time playing with his friends.
Rewards will be discussed in
advance. The efficacy of the
system will be monitored and
gradually faded every four days
and every week. Extinction

of schedule will occur as time
goes on.
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Table 1: Rory’s PBS Plan (continued)

Positive Behaviour Support Plan

Hypot‘hesn.ed Environmental Strategies . . Direct Intervention
Function via . Skills Teaching .
(Proactive) (Reactive)
FBA
Sensory -Provide replacement
Stimulation behaviour: To address the
potential sensory function,
Rory will be provided with
a chewee that he can put
around his neck. Rory will
be redirected to his chewee,
during an incident of biting.
RESULTS

At the time of the current write-up, several of the strategies on the PBS Plan were
carried out. Following the application of partial elements of the PBS Plan for a
duration of three weeks, an additional scatterplot of target behaviour occurrences
was completed by parents. The data collected demonstrated a reduction in weekly
target behaviours from sixteen occurrences to three incidents (See Figure 1). This
coincided with parent-reported satisfaction levels in that Rory was responding
extremely well to specific elements of the PBS Plan.

Figure 1- Line graph to demonstrate the comparison in occurrences of target
behaviours pre and post intervention.
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The prominent sources of success were explored with parents during an informal
interview. It was reported that the schedule of reinforcement was a significant
motivator whereby Rory took great pride in attaining his stickers every two days.
They believe this to be the leading factor in the reduction of target behaviours.
While this is positive in the short-term, the clinician advised that a reinforcement
system should be viewed as a temporary structure used to improve behaviours.
As positive behaviours increase, the objective is for the reinforcement schedule
to be thinned (Alberto & Troutman, 2009). Given that transitioning to the car
was a source of distress for Rory, parents reported that autism-specific strategies
around this were effective. Through the use of a visual schedule, Rory was given
predictability and certainty around his tasks. Parents used a ‘First-Then’ board
to explain to him that he was allowed to have time on his tablet, followed by
a trip in the car. This was supplemented with the use of a visual timer to show
him a concrete visual of how much time he had remaining. Parents reported that
the reduction in behaviours of concern was influenced by these environmental
changes. Additionally, parents reported that Rory was eager to engage with the
Incredible-5 Point Scale, which is stuck on the fridge at eye level. Parents reported
that this strategy made the abstract concept of emotions more concrete for Rory as
each stage of escalation was labeled with a number. Rory also used the ‘What can
[ do?’ section of the tool to self-regulate during periods of frustration, for example
checking his scale and reading the individualized strategies such as ‘Practice my
deep breathes.” Parents noted that the use of emotion coaching strategies were
particularly helpful in enabling them to be more emotionally responsive to Rory
during times of frustration, while also aiding them to co-regulate during stressful
times.

LIMITATIONS

While implementation of PBS strategies were generally successful, it is important
to note the barriers within the current case study.

Generalisation of Skills

At times, difficulties transferring skills to separate contexts acted as a barrier in
his engagement with the reinforcement schedule. Autistic individuals often have
difficulty transferring skills and knowledge learned in other settings and activities,
known as generalization (Roberts et al., 2022). This challenge was demonstrated
through Rory responding well in the home environment, yet occasionally still
hitting and biting when he was playing outside with his neighbours. His difficulties
in generalizing what he had learned in the home setting resulted in him regressing
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back to the original target behaviours at times. This barrier was overcome through
consistent dialogue about contextualizing new skills to a variety of settings.

Parental Reluctance around fading of Reinforcement Schedule

Parents were content with the positive gains made from the interval schedule
of reinforcement and therefore were more reluctant to begin the fading process.
Fading involves a gradual increase in the number of appropriate responses
required for reinforcement (Alberto & Troutman, 2009). Parents expressed
concern that the thinning of Rory’s schedule would increase the target behaviours
again. It was explained that this would be a gradual fading process, completed in a
systematic manner to avoid ratio strain. This occurs if a schedule of reinforcement
is thinned too quickly, the individual may stop responding. For example, if Rory
initially received one sticker per one positive behaviour and this was then reduced
to one sticker per five positive behaviours, it is likely he would show strained
behaviour through non- engagement and consequently, behaviours of concern
may increase again (Cook & Lattal, 2019). A discussion was held around intrinsic
versus extrinsic motivators and that; while the progress made was successful, it is
important to equip Rory with the lifelong skills to intrinsically motivate himself.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Itisreported that having a socially valid approach to behavioural assessment ensures
the individual and their families benefit from the supports in meaningful ways
(Alverez et al., 2014). While the current study provided social validity in that the
assessment process supports created were individualised to parents’ perspectives
and goals around the behaviours of concern; Rory was not directly involved in
this process. In line with the United Nations Conventions of the Rights of the
Child, there is a universal recognition that children should be seen as competent
to express their opinions and views about their own engagement with psychology
services and assessment of their needs. It is asserted that children should be given
opportunities to contribute their perspectives and have a role to play in decisions
made about them (Larkins et al., 2020; Natasi et al., 2020). While this was not
possible within the confines of the current research, it would be valuable for future
research to hear the child’s voice through their direct involvement throughout the
assessment process.

The current study highlights the importance of clinicians, parents and anyone
working closely with the child to look beyond the behaviour that meets the eye,

and instead view it as an attempt to convey a message. Rather than merely viewing

59



a behaviour as an issue which needs to be addressed and stopped, an FBA is
helpful to identify the purpose it serves for the individual. Armed with information
collected from the FBA process, Positive Behaviour Support Plans can be devised
and tailored to the specific needs of the individual and to promote a constructive
and empathetic response to behaviours of concern, leading to effective outcomes
and meaningful lasting relationships.

*All names used in this article are pseudonyms.
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