Assessment of Future Pedagogical and Psychological Specialists’
Awareness of Autism Spectrum Disorders And Readiness to Work

Keywords:

Abstract:

with This Group of Children

Irina A. Nigmatullina®?, Valeriya A. Stepashkina®? and Lilia D. Pavlova®?
Kazan (Volga region) Federal University, Kazan, Russia
irinigma@mail.ru, kukusya2007@yandex.ru, lilyabrik@yandex.ru

Awareness, Autism spectrum disorders, Correction of ASD, Inclusive education, Pedagogues, Psychologists.

The paper covers the results of analysis and readiness level assessment of future pedagogical and
psychological specialists for work with children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD), by the example of
one university. The survey was aimed to identify the elaboration of content aspects in future specialists’
practical training to support children with ASD; the formation of knowledge about modern special methods
of differential diagnosis and correction of disorders, practical skills applied for correctional, developmental
and educational methods and programs for children with ASD, skills and abilities to create special educational
conditions necessary for teaching children with ASD. The results obtained determined barriers and specified
possible ways to overcome them while preparing specialists to work with children with ASD through updating
the curricula of main educational programs for training specialists in the education system by including
modules; through training specialists in methods of providing assistance with proven effectiveness at
professional retraining courses and advanced training courses; through holding interdisciplinary thematic
conferences and research and strengthening methodological support of education, healthcare and

rehabilitation systems.

1 INTRODUCTION

The prevalence of autism spectrum disorders (ASD)
among children with abnormal development or the
presence of psychophysical dysontogenesis is
specified by various authors as the issue that is getting
considerably worse (Karashchuk, Razzhivina, 2014;
Klevitov, Terentyeva, 2014; Mukhina, Fedoseyeva,
Buylova, Astapenko, 2021).

The increase in the number of children with ASD
causes the complexity of work as well as it concerns
professional readiness of specialists to diagnose and
determine ways to solve correctional tasks and

maintain  children  within  their  individual
developmental trajectory.
Another important and essential aspect of

professional readiness to work with children with
ASD is the requirement for a high level of
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competence development in supporting their parents
(Mukhina, Fedoseyeva, Buylova, Astapenko, 2021).
The need to create specific conditions and prepare
educational developmental environment in the terms
of difficulties this group of children faces necessitates
the training of highly qualified specialists in the
sphere of work with children with ASD (Yaremchuk,
2019). The training of high-level specialists who meet
the qualification requirements for work is noted by
well-known domestic researchers (Samsonova,
Alekseeva, 2016; Chereneva, Bogdashina, Kazanova,
Xiaoli, 2016) and is due to the need to create a system
of comprehensive support for children with ASD in
the context of special and inclusive education. Such
specialists should possess not only deep theoretical
knowledge on this issue, but also be ready to
implement professional competencies in the practical
application of the acquired knowledge. Thus, an early
research into medical professionals’ awareness of
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ASD revealed the problem of early diagnosis of this
disease and limited knowledge about ASD in general;
difficulties in understanding peculiarities of
interaction with children with ASD; insufficiency in
professional interdisciplinary communication and the
problem of low adaptation of medical institutions
setting (Mukhamedshina, Fayzullina, Nigmatullina,
Rutland, Vasina, 2022).

2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Psychological and Pedagogical
Aspects of Specialists’ Awareness of
Work with Children with ASD

Present day situation is characterized by insufficient
level of competence development regarding
professional standards for teachers’ training in the
field of ASD practices. It has been concluded that
general  pedagogical education should be
accompanied by additional specialized training as
work with children with ASD reveals young
educator’s disintegration in the inclusive educational
context (Khaustov, Shumskikh, 2020).

Let us note that training pedagogues for work in
preschool institutions (PSI) requires such conditions
for studying which may motivate future employees to
realize an educational task of inclusion. However,
pedagogues  have  insufficiently  developed
competences to work with children with ASD
diagnosis (Platokhina, Abashina, 2018). There are
also data on the fact that pedagogues may be well
trained academically and have a wide range of
theoretical knowledge about the essence of autism but
their knowledge is not connected with the real
practice of inclusive educational process. The
difficulty is that they do not know how to apply their
knowledge in the inclusive environment as well as
how to work with children with ASD; they probably
did not have enough practice to assimilate specific
techniques and methods [Hayes]. Work in the context
of inclusive education is related to difficulties that
children with ASD experience in the process of
socializing: need to form social skills of interpersonal
interaction, cooperation and play. Social skills
formation and their generalization require special
psychological and pedagogical support (Khaustov,
Rudneva, 2016).

Lemekh E.A and Khitryuk V.V. keep to the
opinion that an additional component should be
included into the curriculum of pedagogues-

psychologists training for work with ASD; those
obtaining psychological and pedagogical education
should study and master the complex system of
theoretical and practical skills of correctional work
with disorders at ASD (Lemekh, Khitryuk, 2016):
- skills of giving full psychological
characteristic of ASD;
- methods of diagnostics and description of the
cognitive and emotional sphere of children
with ASD;

- methods of psychological and pedagogical
support for children with ASD;

- technology of working out an individual
development trajectory at ASD;

- planning of diagnostic, correctional and
psychological practice of working with
children with ASD.

According to the research of A.V. Khaustov, the
system of knowledge, skills and abilities required to
train pedagogical and psychological staff working
with disorders or distortions in the development of
children with ASD can be identified. The knowledge
of specialists should generally involve a broad
specialized perception of the features of ASD,
diagnostic tools for determining skills in children
with ASD, and understanding of approaches
concerning work and overcoming difficulties in
children’s development, taking into account the
specifics of ASD.

Uniqueness of mental development in children
with ASD allows us to state that specialists’ skills are
concretized in their meaningful actions through
setting goals in child’s education and adaptation;
moreover, specialists should have skills for choosing
techniques, strategies and stimulating material to
track the results of help and work with children with
ASD (Khaustov, 2020).

Unwillingness to work with children with ASD
before they go to school is reflected in their weak
development of consistency and stability in behavior
which result in difficulties children experience at
entering school. Parents of children with ASD
negatively evaluate social skills and child’s
development in general when they start schooling;
parents often experience the lack of support from
pedagogues and psychologists concerning upbringing
and the rate of changes in children (Connolly, Gersch,
2016). The issue of social pedagogues inclusion into
the work with children with ASD is not sufficiently
specified. If educators, special psychologists, clinical
psychologists, defectologists, speech therapists are
more or less informed about ASD topic, then social



educators and social workers, even if they encounter
in practice families where a child with this type of
dysontogenesis grows up, do not actually render
appropriate help. Moreover, many specialists do not
consider this work a priority. However, within the
practice of a social pedagogue, the support of such
parents with children with ASD may be implemented,;
they can be engaged in awareness-raising work,
coordinate the work of specialists and parents,
identify the problems of socialization that the child
encounters in the family, etc. (Valyavko, 2020).

2.2 Psychological and Pedagogical
Aspects of Psychological Profile
Specialists’ Awareness of \Working
with Children with ASD

It should be noted that psychological maintenance is
necessary within the frames of pedagogues and
defectologists’ support in the inclusive process when
it comes to training specialists in the sphere of
developmental disorders correction in children with
ASD. Maintenance of pedagogical staff is related to
the fact that pedagogues and defectologists’ settings
to work with autism may manifest their negative
apprehension of ASD issues, their unwillingness to
consider children with ASD as full-pledged
participants of inclusion. Psychologists can help
overcome the problem of teaching staff ignorance
about ASD; pedagogues and defectologists may often
not be ready to contact with a child who shows
emotional and behavioral negative reactions and does
not cooperate; but it is worth recognizing that
interacting with autism is actually of great difficulty
(Aysina, Nesterova, Suslova, Khitryuk, 2019). It is
psychological maintenance that can help assess and
diagnose changes in the development as a result of
correctional and developmental work and determine
the effectiveness of the applied psychological-
pedagogical pattern; furthermore, psychologists
support every child to stabilize their mental state
(Petrova, 2017).There is also some evidence that
those pedagogues and psychologists in the education
system who have obtained specialized training
generally have a higher level of preparedness and
knowledge in the practice of working with ASD than
specialists of a general profile. At the same time, all
pedagogues and psychologists have a positive attitude
towards the inclusion of children with ASD (Segall,
Campbell, 2012). Another research conducted among
school psychologists showed that more than half of
them did not attend specialized courses and did not
master techniques of working with children with
ASD. School psychologists have not encountered

ASD when in practice and internships; however they
recognize the importance and necessity of gaining
skills in working with this type of dysontogenesis
(Combes, Chang, Austin, Hayes, 2016). Awareness
of ASD issues goes beyond organizations and
educational institutions; in this sense, the training of
specialists is of high importance in terms of teachers
and psychologists educational activities.
Dissemination of knowledge in society about ASD
issues through the media, social networks and
volunteering can help reduce the stigmatization of
autism as a phenomenon. For example, integration of
knowledge into public (mass) representation about
children and people with ASD through the media
reduces negative assessment and their negative
characteristics (Stern, Barnes, 2019). However, it
should be noted that there is an urgent need to include
general psychologists and clinical psychologists into
work with children with ASD. When clinical
psychologists are involved in helping teachers and
educational staff in the development of children with
ASD, significant improvements and greater
efficiency in correcting the development of children
with ASD are manifested (Gardner, Campbell,
Gilchrest, McClain, Shahidullah, 2022).

In addition, psychologists’ support improves
parents’ competence and awareness of ASD issues,
helps the family to accept the child’s diagnosis and
creates a positive attitude towards interaction with
children, updates parents’ psychological resources. It
is important that specialists should teach parents
methods aimed at correction and development of a
child with ASD. The psychologist should work with
a family systematically, and this work should be both
individual and group. Psychologists have to master a
combination of specialized psychological care basics
at ASD and various psychotherapeutic approaches to
family counseling (Krushnaya, Pinkus, 2016).

2.3 Comprehensive Support of
Children with ASD

Within  the frames of ASD awareness
understanding it was specified that work with this
group of children shows its ineffectiveness with
regard to only one direction (medical, pedagogical or
psychological) (Nigmatullina, Vasina,
Mukhamedshina, 2021). Complex models for work
with children with ASD are presented in works of
Skupova T.V (2014), Vasyagina N.N., Grigoryan
E.N., Kazayeva E.A. (2018); Panchenko T.N. with
co-authors (2018) and other researchers. In general,
the authors consider the complexity of maintaining
children through professional functions performance



of various specialists working to achieve successful
development of children with ASD (Vasyagina,
Grigoryan, Kazayeva, 2018; Panchenko, Valueva,
Larikov, Ulanova, Kudrevich, 2018; Skupova, 2014).
Thus, the comprehensive approach implies the
necessity to train the staff informed and
understanding the challenges of autism, ready to
realize inclusion in teaching and development of a
child with ASD. In other words, systematic work with
children with ASD involves coordinated work and
implementation of functions of pedagogues, a
psychologist, a speech therapist, a defectologist, a
social pedagogue, and a tutor. Together, specialists
form communication skills, the ability to adapt and
socialize; they develop speech skills, correct gaps in
the mosaic of cognitive functions as well as gaps in
learning and behavioral difficulties (Khaustov,
Rudneva, 2016). Therefore, readiness for lifelong
learning of future specialists in the system of
comprehensive support for people with ASD is an
integrated new formation that ensures individual’s
orientation to continuous educational, self-
educational and research activities and improvement
of professional competencies; all this allows them to
be competitive and in demand in an increasingly
globalized labor market.

Comprehensive support of children is regarded as:

. the process of organizing a system of
interaction between state authorities, local self-
government, organizations of various departmental
affiliations, SO NCOs, business structures and
interaction of socially oriented entities whose
activities are aimed at achieving goals through
professional functions implementation to optimize
the process of socialization and individualization of a
personality development in children with ASD.

. method (way) of practical implementation of
the maintenance process based on the diagnosis of the
essence of the problem that has arisen; information
about the essence of the problem and ways to solve it;
consulting at the stage of decision-making and
working out a plan for solving the problem; primary
care during the implementation phase of the solution
plan

In general, analysis of existing data testifies that
experiences of difficulties in working with children
with ASD prevail among specialists. There is still a
problem concerning the essence of autism spectrum
disorders definition; lack of knowledge and
experience of mastering technologies for correctional
work with this type of psychophysical dysontogenesis
as well as readiness to work with parents of children
with ASD are challenges.

To get a more profound understanding of the ways
aimed at training specialists to work with ASD and to
elaborate a model of comprehensive support of
children with ASD we carried out a study on future
specialists’ awareness supposing that they will face
the need to work with children with ASD.

3 MATERIALS AND METHODS

Indicators of ASD Awareness and Readiness to
Work with Children with ASD in Future
Specialists of Pedagogical and Psychological
Profile. The Research Procedure.

The purpose of the research is to assess awareness
and readiness to work with children with ASD in
future specialists of pedagogical and psychological
profile.

The sample of the research was made up of 163
students of the 2nd, 3rd, 4 " and 5"-year studying
“Special (defectological) education”, “Clinical
psychology”, “Pedagogical (preschool) education”
“Psychology” at the Institute of Psychology and
Education of Kazan (Volga Region) Federal
University. These students’ training began in 2017-
2020. The participants were aged between 20 to 23
when the research started, all of them are female.
Figure 1 presents the participants’ distribution by
profiles.

Distribution of research participants according
to training directions

73

Number of participants

® Spacisl (defectalogical) sducation & Clinical psychalogy

® Pedagegical {preschool) edusation u Psychology

Figure 1: Participants of the research into ASD awareness
assessment.

An online survey was used as a research method
for data collection. All students were warned about
the purpose of the study, the procedure of the survey
was carried out jointly with university teachers and
researchers.

The research procedure was arranged using the
Yandex forms survey constructor



(https://forms.yandex.ru/u/622ae40c486¢5¢72332d5

138/). The research data were obtained on the basis of
answers to 35 questions, which were divided into
three blocks:

1. The first block of questions (1-6) included
general information about respondents’ study
direction, profile and level of education.

2. The second block of questions (7-16)
contained information about respondents’ attitudes
towards working with children with ASD, their
degree of awareness of the signs of autism and
methods with proven effectiveness, most often used
in practice.

3. The third block of questions (17-35) was
intended for students with any experience of working
with children with ASD, and included questions
about the degree of professional formation and
psychological readiness of respondents for
professional work with children with ASD, about
their attitude to the system of inclusive and special
education for this group of children.

To quantify the results, a comparative analysis of
the distribution of survey responses and the ¢*
criterion, Fisher's angular transformation designed to
compare the occurrence frequency of indicators of
ASD awareness and readiness for professional
activities with children with ASD were applied.

4 RESULT AND DISCUSSION

Figure 2 shows the number of participants in terms of
awareness of the essence and signs of ASD. Analysis
of responses according to the criterion of respondents'
awareness of the signs of ASD shows that 90.2% of
students have knowledge of the signs characteristic of
children with ASD and distinguish mainly speech
disorders, behavioral disorders, stereotypes, and
social disorders. The evaluation of the comparison of
the occurrence frequency of correct and incorrect
answers among the survey participants revealed the
unreliability of differences ¢*emp =1.499 (1.64 at
p<0.05; 2.31 at p<0.01).

Number of participants

w Speech disorders @ Behavioral disorders

@ Stereotypy & Soc

@ Communication disorder w Emotional disorders

u Lack of eye contact W Impairment of the intellect

Figure 2: Distribution of the survey participants according
to the indicator of ASD signs awareness.

The presented data testify that current specialists’
theoretical training is performed at a quite sufficient
level; students of each direction name signs of ASD
which are described as the gold standard for
diagnosing autism spectrum disorders. However, it is
most typical for students to name two signs correctly
(speech and behavioral disorders). At the same time,
the third sign is either incorrectly chosen or additional
signs of ASD assessment are determined. In other
words, the distribution of answers, both correct and
incorrect, is the same in a sample of 163 students.

Figure 3 provides data on those disciplines within
which the respondents studied the issues of diagnosis,
correction of ASD and support for this group of
children. According to the data, only 25.7% (42
people) are able to list the disciplines within which
they received knowledge about ASD, whereas, 74.3%
(121 people) did not name the disciplines where they
were taught ASD issues. Evaluation of the
comparison of the occurrence frequency of
specialized disciplines in the responses among the
survey participants revealed the significance of
differences p*emp =3.402 (1.64 at p<0.05; 2.31 at
p<0.01).

Number of participants who specify
disciplines on ASD topic

Disciplines aimed af studying, diagnosing and
correcting ASD

@ Up-brining and educsting children with ASD
@ Msintaining of persons with ASD

@ Disgnostics and correctian of ASD

@ Disorders of mental development in childhood
u Comprehensive care for people with ASD

s Clinical picture of intallectual disordars.

Figure 3: Distribution of the survey participants by
disciplines within which they study ASD.



The information that the majority of students
could not name disciplines devoted to ASD issues and
practice-oriented approaches to working with
children with ASD identified the need to include
special courses in the curricula. The survey results
indicate that theoretical knowledge about autism
spectrum disorders is not enough for a deep
understanding of the diagnosis, correction and
support of children with ASD. Let us note that most
of disciplines devoted to ASD issues are presented
within the framework of only such training directions
as  “Clinical  Psychology” and  “Special
(defectological) education”.

Figure 4 and Table 1 show survey data concerning
all types of known methods applied for work with
ASD. Students are offered to assess all methods that
are used for disorders correction in children with
ASD.

Number of participants aware of methods aimed
at correcting disorders in ASD
a Arttherspy
l havior Analysis {ABA)
& Ficture Exchangs Communicstion Systam (PECE)

u Leaming Experiences - an Altemative Program for Preschoolers and Parenis (LEAP)
 Esrly Start Denver Model (ESDM)

Figure 4: Distribution of survey participants according to
their awareness of methods aimed at working with children
with ASD.

The survey results (Figure 4) evidence that the
most well-known methods among students are the Art
Therapy method as 58.9% (96 students) are aware of
it; Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), 46% (75
students) are aware of it, The Picture Exchange
Communication System (PECS), 38% (67 students)
are aware of it.

Table 1: Students' perceptions of effective methods applied
for working with children with ASD.

The rank of
Number the method
Method of Percent effectiveness
distribution asitis
students viewed by
students
ABA 44 26,9% 1
Art therapy 23 14,1% 2
PECS 18 11,04% 3

The rank of
Nurmber the method
Method of Percent effectiveness
students distribution asitis
viewed by
students
TOMATIS 8 4,91% 4
Alternative 7 4,29% 5
communicati
on
Pet Therapy 7 4,29% 6
Facilitated 5 3,07% 7
communicati
on
Comprehensi 4 2,45% 8
ve impact
ESDM 3 1,84% 9
Sensory 3 1,84% 10
integration
Holding 3 1,84% 11
therapy
TEACCH 2 1,23% 12
Floortime 1 0,6% 13
Play 1 0,6% 14

According to existing data, there are the following
main methods with proven effectiveness: Applied
Behavior Analysis (ABA), Pivotal Response
Treatment (PRT), The Early Start Denver model
(ESDM), The Picture Exchange Communication
System (PECS); the rest of the methods either have
not revealed proven effectiveness, or require further
study (Osin, Ustinova, 2020).

The ranking of effective methods by students
(table) reveal that the most famous are: Applied
Behavior Analysis (ABA) and The Picture Exchange
Communication System (PECS); some methods are
perceived as quite effective without a full
understanding of their evidence. The identified
features indicate that the well-known methods that
future specialists were told about in their classroom
training are taken by them as the most effective.
While the students’ knowledge of the most well-
known methods is formed, the effectiveness of other
methods application is comprehended by only a
smaller number of students; this probably evidences
insufficient development of skills and abilities to
apply theoretical knowledge in practice. Other
methods are rated as effective rather because the
learners “know something” or “heard something”
about them, but did not observe their application in
practice in the learning process.

Figure 5 and Figure 6 present the survey results
regarding the criterion of readiness to implement
work with children with ASD.



Distribution of the number of participants
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@ opinion on readiness to work with children with ASD
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Figure 5: Distribution of survey participants according to
the criterion of readiness to work with ASD issues.

Problems that future specialists have at work with children with ASD
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Figure 6: Perceptions of survey participants about problems
at work with children with ASD.

According to data obtained (Fig. 5), 44% (71
students) are ready to continue their professional
activities, other students either have difficulties to
answer or answer negatively. 68% (110 students) are
ready to work with such children in the context of
inclusive education in case of having sufficient
professional retraining. The students emphasize the
need to improve their professional qualifications in
the field of studying methods of working with
children with ASD at the beginning of their
professional activities. An assessment of the
comparison of responses frequency about readiness
and unwillingness to work with children with ASD
among survey participants revealed the significance
of differences @*emp =2.32; also, a high level of
differences was revealed in terms of the need for
professional retraining o¢*emp =6.455 (1.64 at
p=<0.05; 2.31 at p<0.01). The majority of participants
believe that it is important for them to receive
additional information and take professional
retraining for further work with children with ASD.

It is worth adding to the above that the three main
issues (Figure 6), which are assessed as significant,
relate to the practical side of training in working with
children with ASD: 14.1% (23 students) believe that
they do not have enough knowledge about

correctional methods, 12.8 % (21 students) point out
the lack of practical experience in working with ASD,
9.8% (16 students) experience the shortage of
theoretical knowledge about the signs of ASD. The
results obtained indicate that the majority of students,
in general, are ready to work with children with ASD;
however they note that knowledge and skills they
have received are still not enough to implement their
professional duties.

S CONCLUSION

The survey shows that future specialists do not have
enough  knowledge about modern specific
technologies of differential diagnosis and skills to
apply them in practice while working with children
with ASD; as for skills to apply modern special
correctional-developing and teaching methods and
programs for children with ASD, they are
insufficient. Survey data indicate that students face
difficulties when the elaboration and implementation
of individual correctional programs and adapted
educational programs for children with ASD are
required. The results of the research allow us to
conclude that future specialists in pedagogical,
psychological and psychological-pedagogical
profiles need to develop skills to create special
educational conditions necessary for teaching
children with ASD.

The results obtained determine possible solutions
to overcome difficulties in training future specialists
for work with children with ASD, namely:

1. Update of the curricula of basic educational
programs for training future specialists of the
education system by including modules/disciplines
that cover both the topics of ASD features and
modern methods of correctional work with children
with ASD in an interdisciplinary context.

2. Organization and implementation of
professional retraining and advanced training courses
applying modern methods with proven effectiveness
for specialists who support children with ASD.
Interdisciplinary thematic conferences and research
should be held.

3. Development of teaching manual and digital
educational  resources for training practical
application of effective methods aimed at working
with children with ASD. A multidisciplinary working
group of specialists should be involved.



4. Development of a regional system of
comprehensive support for children with ASD on the
basis of cooperation between executive authorities.
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