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Abstract

Joint attention is an important skill that plays a vital role in the development of both
social and language skills. For children on the autism spectrum this skill is often
absent and this impacts on their general development. However, there are few
interventions and approaches that focus on teaching and developing joint attention
skills to these children. This study analyses the impact of one intervention, the
Attention Autism approach, on the development of joint attention skills of pupils in a
key stage one special school classroom. The development of joint attention skills is
assessed, alongside the ability to transfer these skills to other contexts. The
intervention is put into place for six weeks and an assessment sheet is used fortnightly
to assess a baseline score and then three further scores. Qualitative data is also
collected in the form of a reflective journal and classroom observations. It was found
that the Attention Autism approach had a positive impact on the development of joint
attention skills for all pupils, although at different levels. The skills learnt were
beginning to emerge in other contexts for most pupils at the end of the six week

intervention, but it is felt that this area needs more time to develop.
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INTRODUCTION

The author

I am a qualified teacher, who has just completed my fifth year of teaching. I have
worked in a special school for my whole teaching career, although I have had
experience in a range of mainstream and special schools previous to beginning my
teaching career. | have had a particular interest in the autism spectrum for a number of

years and have been studying for my masters in autism for 3 years.

The Autism Spectrum

Children on the autism spectrum face challenges in 3 key areas, known as the Triad of
Impairments. These areas are: social development, language and communication,
thought and behaviour (Wing and Gould, 1979). Using the DSM IV diagnostic tool
(American Psychiatric Association, 1994) autism is diagnosed on the basis of
abnormal social development, abnormal communicative development, and the
presence of narrow, restricted interests, and repetitive activity, along with limited
imaginative ability. Autism presents itself as a spectrum of difficulties (Humphrey
and Parkinson, 2006) and in 1996 Wing defined the autistic spectrum disorder to
encompass the different subgroups within the spectrum, such as Asperger Syndrome
and classic autism. This highlights that while all children on the autism spectrum have
core difficulties within the triad of impairments, each individual on the autism

spectrum is different and all have strengths and difficulties in different areas. The



autism spectrum ranges from children with a very low Intelligence Quotient (IQ) and
associated learning difficulties, to children with a very high IQ who are sometimes

diagnosed with high functioning autism or Asperger Syndrome.

The Attention Autism Approach

Attention is described as a vital precursor to engaging in social interactions (Jordan,
2001) and the ability to be able to focus and sustain attention is critical for learning
(Patten and Watson, 2011). However attention, and particularly joint attention, is an
area that many children on the autism spectrum have difficulties with. The Attention
Autism approach was developed by Gina Davies (2010a), a specialist speech and
language therapist, to help build communication, interaction, attention and learning
skills in children on the autism spectrum. She provides a structure that allows for
hands on, practical and fun activities that provide an irresistible invitation to share
attention, and therefore to learn. Activities are based on visually motivating objects

and there is a reduced verbal input from adults to reduce possible stress.

The Attention Autism Approach is a social communication therapy. It involves
creating an environment whereby a group of pupils and adults can share a fun and
motivating experience that is worth communicating about. The physical environment
must be visually quiet, so as to not provide any distractions from the activity as pupils
on the autism spectrum can generally focus on only one thing at a time. The lead adult
must ensure that that one thing is always them. Language used is minimal, repetitive

and child led.



There are 4 activities that are worked through to practice different, and higher order,
shared attention skills. These are: The orientation response (bucket activity), sustained
attention, interactive game and shift and refocus activities. At the beginning of each
session the lead adult writes on a whiteboard what is going to happen throughout the
session. This provides a visual structure and can relieve anxiety as pupils know
exactly what is going to happen, and when the session will be finished. This
whiteboard is referred to throughout the session, and each activity is crossed out as it

is finished.

Initially you are teaching ‘orientation’ to a stimulus, through the bucket activity. This
activity begins every session, and is introduced with a song. This provides further
structure for the pupils. During the bucket activity the lead adult produces a highly
visually motivating object (such as a singing toy, or a light up toy) from the bucket
and all of the adults model paying attention to this object. Throughout the bucket
activity you are aiming to achieve three moments when the whole class is sharing
attention to one object. This is repeated for several objects, with more objects being

added as the intervention progresses.

Once the group is able to orientate to a shared object then the sustained attention
activity is introduced following the bucket. This is an activity that takes place over a
longer period of time than the bucket, and that builds up to a highly motivating finale.
For example, pouring coloured water in to a giant tube to mix and swirl. As the
intervention progresses, and the group is able to sustain shared attention on a highly
motivating experience, less motivating and more everyday activities can be

introduced.



The next stage in the intervention is the ability to shift their attention, and to take
turns in an interactive game. These interactive and fun games are always modelled by
an adult first and all pupils in the group are supported to take turns at their own
individual level. The pupils learn to take turns, to sustain their attention while waiting
for a turn, and to refocus their attention once their turn has finished and their peers are

having a turn.

The final stage in the intervention uses this ability to shift and refocus their attention
to allow them to watch an activity be modelled by an adult in the group, and then
using their own individual equipment replicate the activity at a table, before returning

to the group to share achievements.

I first discovered the Attention Autism approach at a Birmingham University masters
residential where Gina Davies was presenting (Davies, 2010a). The approach seemed
to be what I was then looking for to use with a current class of eight children on the
autism spectrum. Having returned to school enthused and ready to put the approach in
to practice, I realised that the reason that the children were displaying challenging
behaviours during circle time was that they were not yet able to share attention. After
implementing the Attention Autism approach for half a term there was significant
improvement in both attention during the sessions, and in behaviour across the whole
school day. The Senior Management Team also became aware of the improvement in
the class and the head teacher, deputy head teacher and myself attended a 2 day
training course (Davies, 2010b). The current research study is proposed for a second

class of children, as the author would like to look in more detail at the impact of the



approach on specific skills. It is hoped that this approach will be used in more classes

throughout the school if it is found to be beneficial.

Research questions

The main research questions of this study are:

*  What impact does the Attention Autism approach have on joint attention skills for a key stage
one class of children on the autism spectrum?

*  Are the skills learnt transferrable to other times of the day?

Contents and structure of the study

This study shall begin with a look at current literature that is available on this topic.
There is very little research on the Attention Autism approach but I shall begin by
discussing joint attention in typically developing children. I will then explore the
particular difficulties that children on the autism spectrum face with joint attention
and suggest some reasons why such difficulties explore. I will then analyse some
research in to interventions that seek to improve joint attention skills in children and
find some of the key concepts that they share. I shall conclude the literature by
looking at one recent study in to the Attention Autism approach with preschool

children in a mainstream setting.

The following chapter will describe the research design and methods. I will look more

closely at the research questions and explain how they were chosen. I will then



explain the methodology of the study, with a particular focus on action research and
case studies. The procedure that was undertaken will be described and the sample
introduced. I will look at how data will be collected and analysed, discussing
qualitative and quantitative data, observation and assessment sheets before describing
how the data collected will be analysed. The chapter will conclude with a section on

the ethical considerations that have taken place prior to the study.

The next chapter is concerned with the results that were found and a discussion of
what these mean. It was decided to include the results and discussion in one chapter in
order to be able to compare interrelated data and to show how the study was affected
by continual assessment. Qualitative and quantitative data shall be used alongside
each other to support the findings. The chapter begins by looking at the impact of the
Attention Autism approach on the development of joint attention skills across the
whole class, before looking more carefully at each individual pupil. Each activity and
skill area is then analysed separately to assess if any area had a particular impact. The
impact of the initial joint attention skill level at the baseline is then considered. The
chapter then moves on to the second research question and looks at how pupils
transferred the skills learnt during the intervention, to other contexts and examines
each skill area separately. The chapter ends with a discussion on how this study
compares to other research in this area and the biases and limitations of the study are

considered.

The final chapter shall consider any changes that I would make to the study if

repeated, draw conclusions from the results that were found and finally discuss

implications for my own practice and for future research topics.
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LITERATURE REVIEW

I will now consider the existing literature that is relevant to this study. I will begin by
discussing the development of joint attention in typically developing children. I will
then consider the importance of joint attention in the development of social and
language skills before looking at the specific difficulties that children on the autism
spectrum face with regards to joint attention. I will conclude this chapter by
comparing some previous studies into different interventions to address the deficits in
joint attention in children with autism before discussing a previous study using the

Attention Autism approach.

Joint attention

I shall begin by looking at the definition of joint attention. I will then define the two
key aspects of joint attention. I will finish by considering how joint attention develops

in typically developing children and why it is considered to be important.

Smith and Ulvund (2003) describe joint attention as the “hallmark of the human
condition” and refer to the capacity to coordinate attention to objects and events with
attention to other people. Therefore, they suggest that joint attention is the ability to
attend simultaneously to a person and a shared object, which at the most simple level
involves the shifting of eye gaze from a person to an object and gesturing. Joint
attention is a set of behaviours that develop early and play a critical role in both social

and language development (Jones, Carr and Feeley, 2006). It involves coordinating
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the attention of at least two individuals towards an object or event in their
environment who can then, verbally or non-verbally, communicate about it (Bakeman
and Adamson, 1984 and Meindl and Cannella-Malone, 2011). Solomons (2005)
describes the process by which joint attention occurs in that a child learns to recognise
the direction of an adults gaze, orient his or her own gaze to follow it and then to look
in the same direction. Shared attention is also separately defined as a key aspect of
joint attention, as the ability to use the skills of eye contact, pointing, showing and

giving for a social purpose of sharing an experience with others.

Joint attention behaviours in typically developing children begin to emerge at an early
age and are a critical skill in early childhood development (Meindl et al., 2011).
Learning to initiate and respond to bids for joint attention typically develops between
8 and 15 months (Jones et al, 2006). Towards the end of the first year typically
developing children are beginning to be able to coordinate attention to objects and
events with attention to other people and by twelve months they are able to
comprehend others actions and are beginning to shift their own gaze to refer to other
persons or objects (Smith et al., 2003). Joint attention is developmentally a sequence
of accomplishments and not a single skill that is acquired. In typically developing
children these accomplishments follow a recognised developmental sequence from a

very early age (Solomons, 2005).

Joint attention can be separated in to two discrete skills; that of responding to joint
attention and that of initiating joint attention (Meindl et al., 2011). Responding to
joint attention requires a child to look at an object (or event) to which someone else

has directed his or her attention. This then progresses to the more sophisticated skill
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of alternating their gaze between the person and the object to ensure that they are
looking at, and engaging with, the object (or event). Initiating joint attention is used in
order to direct another person’s attention, by combining eye gazing with gesturing.
Both aspects of joint attention can then develop to include verbal commenting (Jones

et al., 20006)

Joint attention is a fundamental aspect of early social development and may also be
related to later cognitive competence (Smith et al., 2003). It is considered a pivotal
skill that appears to facilitate language as well as social development. The acquisition
of joint attention skills can produce a positive change in multiple related behaviours
(Jones et al., 2006). Ulvund and Smith (1996) found that the initiation of joint
attention at the age of 13 months was consistently related to later cognitive and

language competencies.

Atypical attention in Autism

“... focusing on an area of interest that appealed to me and to my ability for single
attention” (Lawson, 2002, p. 39)

In this quote Wendy Lawson, an adult on the autism spectrum, is describing her
experience of her own atypical attention. She explains that all of her attention is
focused on one place and that she therefore finds it difficult to divide her attention
amongst any other objects or events. This is a skill that comes naturally for typically
developing children at a relatively early age. I will now look at research that has taken

place in to the difficulties faced with attention, and specifically joint attention, for

13



children with autism. I will consider how these difficulties are presented, and look at

some reasons why they occur that have been suggested.

It has been suggested that atypical attention may be one of the earliest characteristics
of autism to emerge (Elsabbagh, Volein, Holmboe, Tucker, Csibra, Baron-Cohen,
Bolton, Charman, Baird and Johnson, 2009, Murray, Creaghead, Manning-Courtney,
Shear, Bean, and Prendeville, 2008, Naber, Bakermans-Kranenburg, IJzendoorn,
Dietz, Daalen, Swinkels, Buitelaar and Engeland , 2007 and Whalen, Schreibman, and
Ingersoll, 2006). Charman (2003) suggests that joint attention behaviours are among
the first abnormalities in autism that are noticed and that they become apparent at the
end of the first year. Patten and Watson (2011) state that in autism the development of
attention is atypical, and that this probably affects all areas of the triad of
impairments. This is supported by several researchers who have implicated that
disturbed attention skills affect each of the core features of the triad (Mundy, Neal and
Glidden, 2001 and Swettenham, Baron — Cohen, Charman, Cox, Baird, Drew, Rees
and Wheelwright, 1998). Difficulties with attention in autism are well documented,
but there have been few studies that look at how this develops from infancy through

childhood and into adulthood (Elsabbagh et al., 2009).

Meindl et al. (2011) compared interventions that are used to teach joint attention
skills. They found that children with autism display deficits in eye-gaze shifting
(Charman, Swettenham, Baron-Cohen, Cox, Baird and Drew 1997 and Charman,
Baron-Cohen, Swettenham, Gillian, Drew and Cox, 2003), gestural joint attention
(Charman et al, 2003, Loveland and Landry, 1986 and Mundy, Sigman and Kasari,

1990) and are less responsive to bids for joint attention (Loveland et al., 1986). They
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therefore suggested that major deficits in joint attention (both initiating and

responding to) are specific to children with autism.

Elsabbagh et al. (2009) studied a group of 9-10 month old siblings of children on the
autism spectrum to compare their visual attention against a control group. They were
trying to find early signs of autism and discovered that the siblings of children on the
autism spectrum took longer to disengage from a stimuli and responded less to visual
cues than the control group. However, there was no follow up to this study so we

cannot be sure how many (if any) of the siblings were later diagnosed with autism.

Joint attention behaviours are frequently absent in children with autism and this has
been linked to poorer language outcomes for these children (Charman et al., 1997 and
Mundy et al., 1990). Joint attention plays a significant role in language development
and a lack of joint attention skills limits language promoting interactions (Adamson,
Bakeman, Dechner and Romski, 2009) by further decreasing opportunities to engage
in a shared experience. Charman (2003) found that improved joint attention ability
was positively associated with language gains and lower social and communication
symptoms. Further, increases in joint attention skills have resulted in increases in
social interactions and spontaneous speech (Whalen et al, 2006) and improvements in

expressive language and social communicative behaviours (Jones et al, 2006).

Naber et al (2007) investigated several types of joint attention behaviour (basic joint
attention, associated joint attention and joint visual attention) and their development
at 24 and 42 months old. They compared 11 children with autism, 10 children with

developmental disorders and 8 children with no developmental disorders. The autism
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group showed significantly less of all three joint attention behaviours at 24 months
but by 42 months only the joint visual attention was significantly lower. Therefore
they suggest that joint visual attention could be a core component of early screening
for autism. This study compared a relatively small sample of children and contained
only children with low functioning autism. However, they did compare the children
with autism with children who were of the same developmental age and mental age.
They suggested that impairment of joint attention is not absolute and depends on

individual differences.

The key function of joint attention is social, to engage with another person in order to
share an object or event that is interesting. Therefore, it is suggested that in fact the
difficulties that children with autism face with joint attention are not just with the
form (eye gaze, gesture) but are also related to the function of joint attention, they
have a lack of interest in the social interaction (Jones et al. 2006). Vismara and Lyons
(2007) explored various explanations of the underlying cause of joint attention
deficits in children with autism and found that children with autism are capable of the
joint attention behaviours, but lack the social motivation to share their interest with
others. They went on to suggest that unless the social motivation behind joint
attention is addressed through interventions children with autism may never learn to

develop more complex social communicative behaviours.
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Interventions

As it has been shown that joint attention is specifically impaired in children with
autism, and that it is considered to be such a pivotal skill for both social and language
development, it is important that it is targeted in early interventions (Jones et al.,
2006). It is also important that skills are able to be generalised to other settings,
people and objects as well as being maintained after an intervention (Lord, Wagner,
Rogers, Szatmari, Aman, Charman, Dawson, Durand, Grossman, Guthrie, Harris,
Kasari, Marcus, Murphy, Odom, Pickles, Scahill, Shaw, Siegel, Sigman, Stone, Smith
and Yoder, 2005). I will now discuss some studies that have looked in to
interventions to target joint attention and analysed their effectiveness. I will consider
research in to some of the key factors that are important within the Attention Autism
approach: the use of highly motivating stimuli, the importance of social consequences
for the desired behaviours, visual structure and scaffolding children’s own attempts at

language through adult modelling.

There are many different approaches and interventions in the field of autism
(Hanbury, 2005). These interventions can be split into two main categories, those
which are comprehensive, and aim to address a wide range of needs, and those which
focus specifically on certain elements of development (Humphrey and Parkinson,
20006). Patten et al., (2011) described 12 interventions used with people on the autism
spectrum. They found that therapeutic approaches tend to focus on the core features
of autism such as communication and socialisation, and that very few specifically

address attention. However, they also found that the available evidence suggests that
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children on the autism spectrum benefit from intervention that is specifically directed

at improving attention.

An early study into interventions that target joint attention skills was Warren, Yoder,
Gadzag, Kim and Jones (1993). They had found that while there was a wealth of
research into the development of verbal communication skills, in both typically
developing children and those with developmental delays, there was very little
research on the development and evaluation of intervention strategies that facilitate
the acquisition of prelinguistic communication skills. Their research study was
initially focused on one child with Downs Syndrome. They sought to improve joint
attention by teaching skills during natural play routines, building on the child’s own
interests and motivators and modeling the required behaviours. This intervention was
successful at teaching prelinguistic requesting, commenting and vocal imitation skills
within the treatment setting. They then repeated this teaching approach with four
further participants and also found that all participants were able to generalise the

skills learnt across materials, settings, teachers and interaction styles.

Hwang and Hughes (2000) tested a developmentally based intervention with
preschoolers in order to improve their early attention and communication skills. They
worked with three preverbal preschool children in their natural setting to improve eye
contact, motor imitation and initiating joint attention. They imitated the preschoolers’
own actions with their preferred toys. They found improvements in all of the areas for
all three of the children, but found that only the improvements in eye contact and
motor imitation were generalised. Joint attention skills were not generalised across

other aspects of the preschoolers’ day. Therefore as an intervention to improve joint
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attention in a functional way this was not successful, and would need consideration as

to how the skills could be generalised.

Jones et al (2006) focused more on this generalisation of joint attention skills in their
research. They completed three studies, which they analysed together. The first
involved just preschool teachers delivering discrete trial instruction and pivotal
response training strategies to children. Discrete trial instruction is a method of
teaching that is taken from Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) and teaches skills in
small steps. Skills are broken down in to smaller, achievable tasks which are
rewarded, and then built back up to the required skill one step at a time using discrete
trials (Smith, 2001). Pivotal response training is another behavioural treatment
intervention based on the principles of ABA. It is a loosely structured and naturalistic
intervention, which relies on naturally occurring teaching opportunities and takes
advantage of naturally occuring consequences for a behaviour (Schreibman, 2000). In
the second study, some of the parents of these children were also trained and
delivered the same interventions in the home and in the community. The third study
collected responses from parents. Jones et al. (2006) emphasised the pivotal nature of
joint attention skills in development, specifically for children with autism. As such
they wanted to address both responding to and initiating joint attention and extend the
intervention to naturalistic contexts and partners. They questioned whether
interventions adequately address both the form of joint attention, and the social
function. They wanted the children to be able to use joint attention skills to participate
in social interactions with others. This intervention used the children’s natural
environments (preschool and home) and natural intervention agents (teachers and

parents) to try and ensure that the skills taught could be used outside of the
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intervention. They also used consequences that occurred naturally within the
intervention to ensure that children were not just performing the skills in order to gain
a non-social consequence. They found that their intervention developed both
responding to and initiating joint attention skills and that these skills were generalised
to a range of stimuli. They followed up after the intervention and 10 months later the
skills had been maintained. The results of this study suggest that an intervention that:
is delivered in a natural environment; by adults known to the child; and provides
natural consequences that support social communication; can help a child develop

skills to use joint attention in a functional manner, across a range of environments.

The successful use of natural consequences in this way is supported by Whalen and
Schreibman (2003). In a controlled clinical intervention five children were taught
joint attention skills using pivotal response training strategies. They used child-
preferred objects to motivate the children and alternated easy and hard tasks, so that
they felt that they were achieving and it was not too difficult for them. They also used
natural reinforcers as consequences for the tasks, so that the consequences were
functionally related to the skill being taught. They found that both responding to and
initating joint attention skills improved and there was some evidence that these skills

were maintained when they followed up three months after the intervention.

Meindl et al., (2011) looked into a variety of interventions that target joint attention
and found that responding to joint attention and initiating joint attention skills are
mainly taught as separate and sequential skills. They discovered that basic prompting
and then reinforcing interventions appeared to be the most effective methods to teach

joint attention skills, but that many interventions used non-social consequences for the
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skills. In eight out of the ten interventions teaching responding to joint attention non-
social consequences were used. This can lead to a child displaying joint attention
behaviours, but only doing it in order to gain a stimulus, rather than to coordinate and
share attention with another person. They suggest that in order to ensure that the
child’s behaviours are instances of joint attention, and will function to obtain social
attention, it is important that the behaviours are ultimately maintained by social
attention. They recognise, however, that an impairment in social interaction is a key
diagnostic criteria of autism (American Psychological Association, 1994) and that
access to a tangible stimulus may be needed initially, but suggest that this should be

paired with a social interaction and then gradually faded out.

It must, however be noted that it is not always necessary to use a tangible item as a
consequence and that using social attention alone can be successful when teaching
joint attention skills (Taylor and Hoch, 2008). Naoi, Tsuchiya, Yamamoto and
Nakamura (2008) showed that a preference for the stimulus is like to increase
initiating joint attention skills, but that there was no need for access to the stimulus to

maintain these skills.

This preference for preferred items is supported in a number of studies, Jones et al.
(2006) suggested that as typically developing children first partake in joint attention
with familiar people and with preferred and interesting objects, then using preferred
objects presented by familiar people would further support the developing joint
attention skills in children with autism. Dunst, Trivette and Masiello (2011) found
that interest based learning opportunities for children with autism resulted in better

progress demonstrated over a short period of time. They suggested that using a child’s
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interests can provide a context for the expression of latent capabilities. However, their
small scale study did not use randomly selected groups and relied heavily on parents
reporting progress retrospectively. Vismara et al., (2007) proposed that children with
autism would be more likely to enter a social interaction if the interaction was focused
on their own, highly motivating interests. In their study they found an immediate
increase in joint attention initiations when highly preferred items were used. They
also reported an increase in joint attention initiations towards less preferred items as a
result of learning these skills. This study varies from other studies as joint attention
was not a specifically targeted skill in the intervention, the primary goal was to
increase the child’s motivation to respond to environmental and social stimuli using
their own highly preferred interests to facilitate opportunities for social interactions.
This small scale study had a limited time scale and no follow up was done to assess
whether the children had maintained the skills learnt, or whether they had generalised
the skills across other environments. It is, of course, important to consider the

appropriateness of interests that are used.

A visual structure is very important for children with autism and the use of symbols
and drawings to represent what is going to happen next can reduce anxiety by
reducing the verbalisation that is needed (Schuler, 2002), decrease the need for adult
prompting and physical direction (Gabriels, 2002) and increase on-task behaviour

(Morrison, Sainato, BenChaaban & Endo, 2002).

Adult modelling plays an important role in the Attention Autism approach. All adults

model key joint attention behaviours to the children in order to support their

development. The language that is used throughout the sessions is child based and
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taken from what the children themselves say. The use of pause is also crucial, to allow
pupils to have the opportunity to reflect on what is happening and to repeat or
spontaneously use language, without any pressure. Bellon, Ogletree and Harn (2000)
promoted spontaneous language in a child with autism by using scaffolding
techniques such as pausing before a response, adapting language complexity, and

expanding on the child’s utterances.

Attention Autism

There has been one recent study into the Attention Autism approach. Morgan (2011)
used the approach to research in to school readiness in preschool children, within
mainstream settings. The approach was used with three children, using both familiar
staff and therapists trained in the approach. They were assessed for school readiness
skills before and after the intervention and found that on task attention was improved
and made more consistent for all children. Overall it was found that the approach
benefitted the preschoolers and improved their attention. It was suggested that a
greater improvement was found with the child who had lower skills initially. The
generalisation of skills was varied, but it was found that overall the children found it
difficult to generalise the skills to other contexts. One child did manage to generalise
the skills to other group settings, and he had good attention skills at the beginning of
the intervention. From the results of this study I would like to see the effects of the
approach on the attention of pupils within a Key Stage One classroom in a special
school. I would also like to focus further on the ability to generalise the skills across

different contexts.
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

There are many different approaches and frameworks that research studies can use.
The particular approach, and methods of data collection that are chosen, must depend
on the nature of the inquiry and the type of information that is required (Bell, 2010).
In this research study I hope to gain a greater understanding of specific behaviours
(related to shared attention) in specific contexts (attention sessions), as well as
looking at the transfer of skills throughout the day (Cohen and Manion, 1994). In this
chapter I shall revisit the research questions and discuss how they were decided on. 1
will then look at the methodology of this research study and discuss the reasons that
the approaches used were chosen. The procedure that was followed will be outlined
and the sample that was used explained. I will then discuss the data collection and
analysis with particular focus on the differences between qualitative and quantitative
data, the use of participant observation and assessment sheets. I will outline some
changes that were made to the data collection following a pilot study, before

discussing the ethics behind the study.

Research questions

Research questions are important to focus the study. In this study I will be examining
the improvement of shared attention skills, including (but not limited to) the ability to:
orientate attention, sustain attention and shift attention. These skills will be assessed
within specific attention sessions, but also the skills that have been learnt will be

assessed throughout the whole school day to see if the skills that have been learnt are
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transferrable to other areas. In my previous work using the Attention Autism approach
I have seen improvements in shared attention skills, so it is hoped that that all of the
pupils in this sample will see some improvement in their shared attention skills.
However in my previous work it was not clear how easily these skills were transferred
to other contexts. Therefore in this study I will be looking into the ability of the pupils
to generalise the skills that they have learnt. I will examine whether pupils who make
larger improvements in their skills find it easier to transfer them, or whether there is a

certain developmental point at which the skills begin to be transferred.

The main research questions of this study have therefore been identified as:

*  What impact does the Attention Autism approach have on shared attention skills for a key
stage one class of children on the autism spectrum?

*  Are the skills learnt transferrable to other times of the day?

Methodolgy

I will now examine the research methodology that has been used in this study and the
reasons that each has been chosen. As this is applied research, which will be carried
out by a practitioner who has identified a need for a change, or to improve practice, it
will be classed as action research. This piece of action research aims to provide
recommendations for good practice that will enhance the performance of both an
individual (the author) and an organisation (the school) through changes to the ways
in which they operate (Denscombe, 2010). Action research is a continuous process of
research (Brown and Mclntyre, 1981). The purpose of this research study is not to test

a theory, but to collect new information (Flick, 2009) that can be reviewed, evaluated
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and continue to improve practice even after the study has finished (Bell, 2010). It is
hoped that the initial findings from this study will generate possibilities for change for
individual practitioners and for the whole school, which can be implemented and

evaluated as a prelude to further investigations (Denscombe, 2007).

I decided that a case study would be the most appropriate approach for this project. A
case study provides the opportunity for one or two problems or phenomenon to be
studied in some depth (Bell, 2010, Sage, 2008). A case study approach has been
found to be of particular value when the research aims to improve existing
professional practice (Hitchcock and Hughes, 1989); however it is not without its
disadvantages. Verma, Mallick and Neesham (1998) also suggest that it is a time
consuming approach to take that is very open to unrecognised biases of the
researcher. Bell (2010) agrees and warns of the dangers of data being distorted by
selective reporting by the author. This is an area that I must be open and honest about,

and must be aware of when analyzing and discussing the results.

The value of a case study has been questioned many times as by its nature it reports
only on a single event. It is often argued that it is not possible to generalise findings
from a case study as it involves only one individual or event (Denscombe, 2003 and
Verma et al., 1998). However, Denscombe (2007) later argues that it is possible to
generalise from a case study, but the extent to which this is possible depends on how
similar the case study is to other examples of the same type. Bassey (1981) used the
term “relatability” rather than generalisation. He suggested that a case study is more
useful if another professional is able to relate the findings to their own work, rather

than being able to generalise the findings. Therefore if the details are sufficient and
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appropriate for a teacher working in a similar situation to relate to then the case study
is valid. He suggests that if case studies are carried out systematically and critically,
are aimed at the improvement of education, are relatable and extend the boundaries of

existing knowledge, then they are valid forms of educational research.

A case study approach was chosen over other methods after careful consideration of

the research questions, time constraints and my own working environment.

Procedure

Initially my staff team received training from myself in the intervention, during team
meetings. This was very important as the adults in the group play a vital role in the
Attention Autism approach and it was important that they were all aware of their roles
and my expectations. Following these training sessions I introduced shared attention
sessions on a daily basis. Initially the sessions were short (some just a few minutes
long) and very frequent, but as the approach developed they increased in time and
decreased in frequency. By the end of the six week intervention sessions were taking
place once a day for up to forty five minutes. A timetable of sessions can be seen in
Appendix 1 to show how the sessions progressed. Shared attention sessions took place
where the pupils were used to having circle time. This means that they did not have to
adjust to a new environment, and already had an understanding of what is happening.
The circle time environment was adjusted in order to create a visually clear
background to reduce distractions. The sessions began after the pupils had finished an

activity such as choose or snack time and they were directed to the session using their
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individual schedules as appropriate. After each session the pupils were directed to a

short rewarding activity.

To begin with the sessions involved only the bucket activity but this quickly moved
on to include sustained attention activities, interactive games and shift and refocus
activities. The pupils were assessed using the observation sheet during the first
session (which will provide a baseline) and then at fortnightly intervals until the six
week final assessment. The progression through the activities will be child led and

dependent on the progress of the group.

Sample

The sample for this study contains a class group of eight year two children (aged six —
seven) with complex learning difficulties, in a special school. Of the group, seven of
the children are on the autism spectrum. There are three girls and five boys. This is a
small-scale study with no formal control group. Convenience sampling was used, a
non-probability and non-random approach (Biggam, 2008), as the case study will
focus on my own class. Convenience sampling involves choosing those who are most
convenient to take part in the study (Robson, 2011) in this case the class of children
which I am teaching as I know them, they know me and I have daily access to them to
implement the intervention. I am aware of the drawbacks of this type of sampling, but
with the constraints in place this was considered the most appropriate method of
selection. I must consider when analysing the results of the study how the sample

affects the results and the ability to generalise them.
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Data collection and analysis

This research study aims to draw upon a mixture both qualitative and quantitative data
as is common in modern research (Creswell, 2003). Using both of these elements
allows for triangulation to occur, that is for findings to be crosschecked for validity
(Bell, 2010). Howe (1988) suggests that using both qualitative and quantitative data is
a useful tool, and goes so far as to suggest that in some instances quantitative and

qualitative methods are inseparable.

Quantitative studies collect facts and study possible relationships between one set of
facts and another (Bell, 2010). They are generally easy to replicate and are therefore
considered to be testable by other researchers (Robson, 2002). They produce
quantified data that can sometimes be used to draw generalisable conclusions from
(Bell, 2010). Punch (2005) states that quantitative studies use numerical data and
typically use structured and predetermined research questions, designs and
frameworks. The quantitative data that shall be collected in this research study will by
means of an assessment sheet. The assessment sheet will be completed at the
beginning of the study, and then at fortnightly intervals to assess improvements in

shared attention skills that have been identified.

Qualitative studies allow for a more in-depth interpretation of individuals perceptions
of the world (Bell, 2010). Qualitative data interprets people’s actions and aims and
uses these to describe and justify conclusions (Towne and Shavelson, 2002).
Qualitative studies have previously been criticised as being unreliable and untestable

(Robson, 2002) but have become more robust and more popular as the advantages
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have been seen (Blaxter, Hughes and Tight, 1996). The author will use qualitative
data, taken from reflective journals and from classroom observations to support the
findings from the assessment sheets. This will also allow a flexibility that the rigid

assessment sheets do not.

Observation

The main method of data collection for this study will be through observation, both
structured, in order to complete the assessment sheets, and unstructured, for the
qualitative data. Observation allows the researcher to witness situations as they
actually take place (Denscombe, 2003) and does not rely on information being given
by a third party (Robson, 2011). The observations shall be taking place in natural
setting (the classroom), away from any controls. This will minimize any disruption or
anxiety to the pupils and allows the author to report on real situations as they occur
(Descombe, 2003) and interact with the pupils in their own environment (Burgess,
1982). Handen, McAuliffe, Janosky, Feldman and Breaux (1998) report that
observation in a natural setting allows researchers to report with a “lack of

artificiality” that is not possible when using other techniques.

I shall be a participant observer throughout the study and therefore should be able to
complete observations without disrupting or altering any effects or dynamics
(Robson, 2002). The pupils will all be familiar with me as their class teacher.
However, it is possible that using participant observation can cause problems. Robson

(2002) suggested that it is possible that the observer will effect the observation
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because of “expectancy effects”. That is that the observer will know what they want,
or what they expect to happen before they begin and therefore do not enter the
observation with an open mind. As the class teacher I am familiar with personalities,
strengths and weaknesses of the pupils and may overlook aspects of behaviour that
would be immediately apparent to a non-participant observer seeing the situation for
the first time (Bell, 2010). Participant observation is again open to bias, preconceived
ideas and prejudices of the researcher (Denscombe 2003 and Sage, 2008) suggests
that as a second observer is unlikely to find the same conclusions the outcomes cannot
be considered reliable or be generalised. I must be aware of these dangers throughout

the observation period and when analysing and discussing the data.

Assessment sheet

During the structured observation sessions an assessment sheet will be completed
(Appendix 2). I have chosen to use the assessment sheet designed by Gina Davies, the
founder of the Attention Autism approach. This assessment sheet provides a detailed
developmental checklist of shared attention skills, split in to each section used during
the intervention. The assessment sheet allows not only an assessment of each pupil,
but shows where to next go with the intervention in order to allow the children to

progress.

The assessment sheet uses an ordinal scale to show the abilities of the child against

each skill. These are numbered 1 — 4 to represent the gradual acquisition of each skill.

A number 1 shall show an emerging skill, a 2 represents a developing skill, a 3
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suggests that the skill is being used frequently and a number 4 will represent that they
are consistently and regularly using that skill fluently. This allows for even small
steps of progress to be identified. The assessment sheet will be completed as a direct
result of the observation and from the authors’ knowledge of the pupils, through the
observations. This means that if the pupils have an off day I can use my own
knowledge to complete the assessment sheet. This also allows the sheets to be
completed to show small steps progress in the acquisition of skills, as in order to gain
4 pupils must be consistently and regularly using a skill, and this cannot be seen in
one observation session. The majority of the checklist focuses on skills that will be
evident during shared attention sessions, but each section also contains a “real life”
application of the skill. This will allow me to analyse whether the skills being taught

and learnt in shared attention sessions are being transferred to other areas.

Data analysis

I shall analyse the data from both a confirmatory and exploratory angle. I will use
confirmatory analysis to see if the shared attention skills of the group have improved
through the use of the intervention. I shall then use an exploratory analysis to see if

and how these skills are transferred and generalised.

As previously discussed this study will draw upon both quantitative and qualitative
data. The quantitative data will come from the assessment sheets that will have been
completed fortnightly. From this I will be able to plot the individual children’s

progress across all shared attention skill areas as well as the overall skill progression.
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It will be possible to find out whether shared attention skills have improved by a
significant amount, for both individual pupils and for the whole group. The author
also hopes to be able to analyse whether there are particular areas of shared attention
that have improved, or not improved, significantly across the group. The assessment
sheet has been piloted and several different sets of data have been used and analysed
from it. The qualitative data will be drawn from the authors’ reflective journals, and
from unstructured classroom observations. It is hoped that the qualitative data will
support the findings from the quantitative data, but also that alternative use of the

skills, or non-use of the skills will also be found.

I will then explore whether pupils were able to transfer the joint attention skills that
they had learnt during the intervention sessions to other contexts. I will do this by
exploring the point increases in just “everyday use” sections. I will explore which
skills pupils were, and were not, able to transfer to different contexts across the group.
I will then analyse whether there is a particular level which the children must reach in
skill acquisition in order to be able to transfer the skills and whether this level is
overall or in a particular area. The qualitative data will be particularly useful in this
exploratory analysis as it will provide further evidence of pupils using the skills

outside of the intervention.

Pilot study

The assessment sheet has been piloted across a separate class of pupils. Initially it was

thought that an outside observer should be able to complete the assessment sheets
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from fortnightly observations. However, it was found that there was a need for the
person filling in the form to have seen the pupils across a range of shared attention
sessions in order to accurately assess their skills and assess how frequently and
consistently the skills were being demonstrated. It was therefore decided that the lead

adult should complete the assessment sheets.

Ethics

It is important that every researcher considers the ethical issues surrounding a
research study. I have carefully considered the ethical issues within this research

study and they can be further seen in the ethics form (Appendix 3).

In this research study the data is being analysed from an intervention that the children
would be receiving whether they were part of the research study or not as it is an
integral part of their daily curriculum. Because of this permission will be sought from
the school head teacher and from parents. The permission from the parents will be
permission to be included in the report of the study and not permission to be included
in the intervention. The letter to the parents will include full details of the intervention
and also it will be made clear that this is an activity that their child would be involved
in without the presence of the research study. The parents will also have the right to
withdraw their child from the report at any point and this, and the ways in which to do

so, will be made clear in the letter.
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I am aware that the pupils in this research study are vulnerable children, children with
complex learning difficulties and on the autism spectrum. These children have a
limited ability to be able to verbalise or otherwise say if they are not happy with the
intervention in place. However, the intervention is a part of the school curriculum,
and it is being implemented by the class teacher and by class staff who are well
known to the children, and who know the children well. All the children will be
monitored closely, as they are throughout their school day, for any adverse reactions
to the change in routine or activities involved. As they are being monitored by staff
who know them well a decision will be made as to whether they should continue with

the intervention, with continued monitoring, or whether they should be withdrawn.

It is important that everyone involved in the study and the school involved, have the
right to anonymity (Robson, 2002). Therefore pseudonyms shall be used throughout
the report and any identifying features of people or the school will be omitted. Some
of the records that will be used are school records that are kept on a password-
protected server. These will be kept as per school policy. Other records, such as
reflective journal entries and observations will be accessed only the author and shall
be shredded after the completion of the study (Sage, 2008). Any data that is taken
from the school server for use outside of school shall be stored on an encrypted

memory stick that is only accessible by the author.

At the end of the study the report shall be made available to parents and colleagues

and opportunities for discussing the results shall be made available.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results and discussion of this study are presented together in one chapter, so that a
comprehensive discussion can take place and the results can be compared to each

other.

The intervention followed the expected procedure, however as progression through
the intervention is child led, we did not manage to complete all areas of the
intervention that were assessed on the assessment sheet. This will be reflected in the
results that we found. However it was decided to continue with the six week time

scale and assess the progress that had been made in this time.

Within this chapter all of the pupils involved have been given pseudonyms to protect
their identity. I shall begin by looking at the impact of the intervention on joint
attention skills for the whole class. I will then look at the progress that each individual
pupil made before looking more closely at each skill area on its own. I will assess
how the initial skill level at the baseline assessment affects the increase in joint
attention skills. I will then move on to look at how well the pupils were able to
transfer the skills learnt and practiced in the intervention to other contexts and I will
examine each skill area to try and find any patterns. I shall then seek to compare the
results that I have found to those found by other research studies. This chapter will

conclude by identifying the limitations and potential biases of this study.

36



What impact does the Attention Autism approach have on joint attention skills
for a key stage one class of children on the autism spectrum?

Initially I want to assess and evaluate what impact the Attention Autism approach had
on the joint attention skills of the sample. For this I will use the quantitative data that
was collected by the assessment sheets (Appendix 2), I have used this data to create
figures and tables to make the data more readable. Figure A shows the overall profile
scores for each pupil at the baseline and then at the final 6 week assessment. From
this I can clearly see that all pupils’ joint attention skills improved over the six week
intervention. At the baseline pupils had an average score of 50, and this average score
increased by 29% to 84 (out of a total of 116) at the end assessment. The individual

progress made ranged from an increase of 27 points up to an increase of 43 points.

A chartto show each pupil's
profile score at baseline and at
6 week assessment
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Figure A

These results show that all pupils made some progress in their joint attention skills
following the Attention Autism intervention. All of the pupils had a maximum point
score of 12 in the first section of the assessment sheet at baseline, so I have chosen to

disregard that section in my results and discussion. I would like to look more closely
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to see how much progress the pupils made, if there were particular areas in which
they made progress, and if a higher or lower baseline score affected the progress that

they made.

How much progress was made?

I will now look at individual pupils to see how much progress they made with their

joint attention skills.

A chartto show Alan’s profile
score increase in each activity
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I will begin by assessing Alan. Alan had an initial baseline score of 46, which was
just below average within the sample. He increased his score by 30 points throughout
the intervention. He had some points in each area at the baseline, although his score in
the Shift and Refocus activity was very low. Figure B shows that he increased his

points quite evenly across all areas of shared attention. His skills in the bucket activity
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increased rapidly in the first two weeks and then continued to increase more steadily.
In the interactive game skills he continued to improve steadily throughout the six
weeks. In the other skill areas, his progress increased at a steady rate throughout the
intervention. It would appear that he made most progress in the first two weeks of the
intervention as he learnt, or began to use, new skills and that these then developed and

became more refined as the intervention progressed.

A chartto show Ben's profile
score increase in each activity
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Ben had the lowest baseline score to begin with and had a score of 0 for shift and
refocus skills. His baseline score was 33 and this increased by 27 points to 60 at the
end of the six weeks. Figure C shows that he made steady progress throughout the six
weeks in the area of bucket. However, in shift and refocus and particularly the
interactive game, he made very good progress during the first two weeks which then
reached a plateau in the following weeks. Conversely, for sustained attention he

progressed slowly during the first two weeks and then improved more in the final four
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weeks. Ben’s overall progress does not show a clear leap during any of the time gaps,

and it would appear that he was developing skills in one area at a time.

A chartto show Charles' profile
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Figure D

Charles had an above average baseline score of 60 which increased by 34 points.
Charles varies from the previous two pupils as in all areas, except the interactive
game, he made steady progress until the final two weeks, as seen in figure D. As he
had a higher baseline score in these areas, it would suggest that he in fact was
practicing skills that he already had throughout the first four weeks, and he then made
good improvements in his skills during the final two weeks. In the interactive game
skills Charles made a leap of seven points in the first two weeks before his progress

became more evened out.
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A chartto show David's profile
score increase in each activity
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Figure E

David’s baseline score was 44, again below average and he made slightly below
average progress throughout the six weeks, increasing his score to 75 points. In figure
E we can see that David made more progress during the first two weeks and the final
two weeks, and it would appear that in the middle of the intervention his progress
plateaued or increased slightly in all areas. David, it would appear improved skills
immediately and then took time to practice these skills, before moving on to new

skills.
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A chartto show Emma’s profile
score increase in each activity
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Emma had a higher than average baseline at 58 and made good overall progress, with
a point increase of 39. Looking at Figure F we can see that, again, she appears to have
made little progress in the first two weeks, and that after that her progress increased.
This supports the suggestion that pupil’s take time to process and practice skills

before making progress in new areas.
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Frank had a fairly average baseline score of 52, but made the most progress of
all of the pupils with a point increase of 43 by the end of the intervention. Figure
G shows us that he made steady progress in bucket, sustained attention and shift
and refocus skills throughout the first four weeks. His progress in sustained
attention then slowed but in all other areas in the final two weeks he had large
score increases. By this point, in all areas other than shift and refocus he was
reaching the maximum points for each area. In the area of the interactive game

he made good progress during the first two and the final two weeks.
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A chartto show Georgina's profile
score increase in each activity
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Figure H

Georgina had the highest baseline score of the sample group. Her baseline score was
70 and this increased to 105 by the end of the six weeks. By the end of the
intervention Georgina had the maximum points in the section of the assessment and
was one point from the maximum in both the sustained attention and interactive
game. This would go some way to explain how her progress tailed off during the final
two weeks according to this figure. However, it is possible that she was continuing to
make progress that was not assessed on the assessment sheet. Georgina was the only

pupil to make the most progress during the middle two weeks of the intervention.
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A chartto show Harriet's profile
score increase in each activity
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Harriet had a lower than average baseline score of 38 but made average progress to
result in a final score of 72. She began with no points in the area of shift and refocus
skills, but following the intervention had six points in that area. She made particular
progress in the first two weeks in interactive game skills. This would suggest that
these were skills that she had, but that she had not yet learnt to use in the context of
joint attention. Harriet followed the pattern of an increase in skills during the first two
and the final two weeks, again supporting the suggestion that pupils need to practice

and consolidate skills before displaying new ones.

Looking at these results I can see that while all of the pupils developed their skills at
different rates, and at different times during the intervention, most of the pupils in this
sample showed a greater increase in their points during the final two weeks of the
intervention. This suggests that there was a need to practice earlier skills for a
sustained period of time before further skills could be learnt. It could also suggest that

skills that are practiced in the later activities support the development of earlier skills.
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Individual Areas

I would now like to look at the pupils’ progress in each activity and skill area to see if
there were any particular areas that were supported by this intervention. Table 1
shows us an overview of the point increase for each activity. From this I can see that
the greatest point increases were in the interactive game activity and the bucket

activity. I will now look more closely at each individual activity.

A table to show the point increase for each activity from baseline to six week

assessment
Baseline 6 week Point .
I 01'_nt score assessment in_crease %, increase
point score —_——
Orientation )
(Bucket) 9 16 7 34%
Sustained )
Attention 10 17 7 27%
Shift attention
(Interactive 16 79 13 38%
Game)
Shift and -
Refocus 3 10 7 29%
Table 1

46




A chartto show each pupil's
progressin orientation skills
(bucket activity)

25
L
&
E 20
ot
S 15 M Baseline
[H]
:o: 10 2 weeks
1]
205 4weeks
= :
e 6 weeks
a 0
Q
G
¥
Figure ]

I will begin by looking at the progress made in orientation skills, through the bucket
activity. Looking at Figure J we can see that all pupils made progress in these skills.
Most pupils made steady progress during the first four weeks and then made a larger
point increase in the last two weeks. The only pupil who did not make progress in this
area in the last two weeks was Georgina, and this is because she had already reached
the maximum points for this section at week 4. Table 1 tells us that at the baseline the
average point score for this section was 9. This increased during the six weeks by
34% to 16. This was the first group of skills that all of the pupils were working on
improving. There was a total of 20 points in this section and at the baseline 4 pupils
scored 8, 1 pupil scored 9, 2 pupils scored 10 and 1 pupil scored 11. At the end of the
intervention 1 pupil had achieved 20 points and 2 pupils had achieved 18 points. This
is a great improvement, and suggests that the development of these skills were vastly

supported by the intervention, for most of the pupils.
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Figure K

Figure K shows the progress made by each pupil in the area of sustained
attention. We can see that all pupils made progress in this area, and for most
pupils this progress was fairly steady throughout the six weeks. Looking at Table
1 we can see that the area of sustained attention showed the least increase in
point scores. At the baseline the average score was 10 points, which increased by
27% to 17 points. One reason that this area may not have shown such a great
increase is that one of the assessment criteria is to be able to “focus and sustain
attention for a range of attention building activities that are less motivating”.
This is a transition from the use of highly motivating resources and activities, to
more everyday activities. However, I do feel that with more time many of the

pupils in this sample would show more progress in this area.
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Figure L

Table 1 has shown us that shift attention skills showed the greatest increase in
points throughout the intervention. The average baseline score for this skill was
16 which increased by 38% to 29 at the end of the intervention. Figure L shows
us that a number of the pupils made a large leap in this skill during the first two
weeks. This again, suggests that these are skills that the pupils already had, but
had been lacking the motivation or appropriate situation to show and develop
them. There are also more sections for assessment in this section, which allowed
a more thorough assessment of the small steps that pupils were taking towards
this skill. Many of the pupils found this activity highly motivating as it was at this
point in the intervention when they were able to take part and not just watch
anymore. | feel that this motivation to join in the activity has also played a part in

them developing their skills at an increased rate compared to other areas.
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The shift and refocus activity was the final activity to be introduced, and represents
the culmination of previous skills, as well as introducing new skills to be learnt. Table
1 shows us that this was a low scoring section of the assessment sheet with an average
baseline score of 3. However, there was a 30% increase in scores over the six week
period, to end with an average score of 10. It is clear to see from Figure M that
progress was made most sharply in the final two weeks of the intervention, and this is
when the shift and refocus activity was focused on. As mentioned in the introduction
to this chapter, there were some areas of the assessment sheet that were not fully
covered in the six week timescale, and the shift and refocus activity was one of these.
We did not cover sharing an activity with either an adult partner or a peer, and so

pupils were limited in the points that they could achieve for this section.

I can see that all the areas of joint attention skills that the assessment sheet covered

improved during the six week intervention. Some areas improved more than others
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and I have discussed reasons as to why this might be. I have also suggested that with a

longer timescale, greater improvements may have been seen in other areas.

The effect of the baseline score

I am interested to see how the original baseline of joint attention skills is reflected in

the progress made during this intervention. I would like to see if a higher (or lower)

baseline shows a greater improvement in skills.

A table to show point increases at the six week assessment, related to baseline

scores.
Child Baseline Point Score | 6 Week Point Score Point Increase

Ben 33 60 27
Harriet 38 72 34
David 44 75 31
Alan 46 76 30
Frank 52 95 43
Emma 58 97 39
Charles 60 94 34
Georgina 70 105 35

Table 2

Table 2 organises the point score increase by the baseline point scores (starting with
the lowest baseline). It would appear to show that the point increase spikes in the
middle of the sample group. This suggests that the pupils who made the most progress
are those in the middle of the sample, who had an average (from this group) baseline
of skills from which to work on. Those below this average group (except Harriet, who
appears to buck this trend) made less than average progress. This could be because
these pupils were working on the earliest joint attention skills, and needed more time

to practice and consolidate these skills. Those pupils who were above the average
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group (Charles and Georgina) saw a drop in point increase. This could be because
they were reaching the end of the assessment sheet, and in fact were increasing their
skills but these increases were not being recorded. It could also be that they already
had many of the basic skills necessary at the baseline and therefore did not make so
much progress with the early skills. For this sample, the intervention was most
successful for pupils in the middle section of the group as they made the most

progress.

Are the skills learnt transferrable to other times of the day?

I will now use both quantitative and qualitative data to assess how well the pupils in
the sample were able to transfer the joint attention skills that they learnt through the
intervention to other contexts and situations. For the quantitative data I will be using
the final assessment box for each area. I shall compare this to progress within this
area and overall progress. I will also be using qualitative data from my own reflective
journal and general classroom observations to see if the skills were seen in other areas
of the day. Initially I shall look any general patterns that appeared, before looking at
each skill area separately. I will look at each area to see how the skills were
transferred, at what point during the intervention these skills were seen outside of the
intervention and what skills appear to be a pre-requisite to being able to transfer the

skills.
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General Patterns

A table to show total “everyday use” points throughout the intervention

Child Baseline 2 week 4 week 6 week
- EE— assessment assessment assessment
Alan 0 0 2 6
Ben 0 0 0 1
Charles 0 0 0 9
David 0 0 0 7
Emma 2 2 8 13
Frank 0 0 4 11
Georgina 3 5 14 15
Harriet 0 0 0 5
Table 3

My quantitative data (Table 3) shows that most of the pupils showed no evidence of
transferring the skills during the baseline and 2 week assessment. The two exceptions
to this are Emma, who scored a 2 (developing skill) in the shift and refocus activity in
both the baseline and 2 week assessment and Georgina who scored a 3 (frequently
showing skill) at baseline and 2 week assessment in sustained attention and a 2 at the
2 week assessment in the Interactive Game. For all other pupils, the quantitative data
shows no transfer of skills before the 4 week assessment. This is backed up by my
qualitative data where there was very little evidence of skills being used throughout
the day. However it was reported that pupils were “paying more attention”, “more
engaged during circle time for short periods” and “showed more awareness of adult
input during 1:1 work”. This suggests that while the skills were not being used in
other contexts, they were beginning to cause pupils to be more attentive and aware
throughout the day even at an early stage of the intervention. I would suggest that this
result means that pupils need to consistently develop skills during the intervention

before they are able to transfer these skills to other contexts. This is supported by my

data, which shows that pupils need to be achieving 4 points in skill areas (consistently
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using the skill) before they were able to successfully transfer skills. It also appears
that it is important that pupils had developed (or begun to develop) skills across the
skill area before they begin to transfer them. Table 4 shows that there was evidence
that a higher baseline score resulted in the skills being transferred across different
contexts more. Those pupils in the sample who had above average baseline scores
(above 50) appear to have a significantly increased score for everyday use at the 6
week assessment.

A table to show the relationship between baseline point score and the transfer of
skills at week 6.

Baseline Point Score Everyday use score at week 6
33 1
38 5
44 7
46 6
52 11
58 13
60 9
70 15

Table 4

All four skill areas scored a similar amount of points at the 6 week assessment for

everyday use, I will now look at each skill area separately.

Orientation (Bucket)

In the orientation (bucket) skill area the everyday use assessment was “focuses
attention on objects presented by an adult, e.g. a whisk used in cookery, or a
paintbrush in art”. All of the pupils achieved at least a score of 1 (emerging skill) by

the end of the intervention. Half of the sample did not show this until the final
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assessment. Pupils with a baseline of less than 50 did not achieve more than 2 points
in this area and only one pupil from the sample scored a 4. Two of the pupils (Alan
and Harriet) achieved just a 1 for this section and these two pupils had the lowest
baseline scores. They also showed slow progress in developing the other skills in this
section. Georgina scored a 4 in this area, and she had maximum points for this section
in total. Two pupils scored a 3 in this area, and both of these pupils had consistently
scored 4s and 3s in the other skills in this area. These results suggest that, for this
skill, pupils need to develop and practice the necessary skills during the intervention
before they begin to use them in other contexts. It also suggests that these skills begin
to emerge in other contexts before they are consistent during the intervention.
Qualitative data (Table 5) describes some of the ways in which these skills were
presented throughout the day. This supports the suggestion that skills were transferred

to other contexts for each pupil, at their own level.

Table to show ways in which bucket skills were seen in other contexts

Pupil 6 week Description of behaviour (week shown)
score
Alan 2 “looked briefly at a puzzle presented by an adult” (week 5)
Ben 1 “showing awareness of adult presenting equipment to him”
(week 6)
Charles 2 “during 1:1 work focused attention on some bricks for a
short period of time” (week 6)
David 2 “able to look at apparatus shown to him, when there is little
distraction around” (week 4)
Emma 3 “looked intently at the mixer the adult was demonstrating”
(week 3)
Frank 3 “looked carefully at a range of paintbrushes of different
sizes the adult showed him, before making a decision”
(week 2)
Georgina 4 “focused her attention on all equipment used during whole
cookery session” (week 3)
Harriet 1 “paid attention to highly motivating object shown to her by
an adult during choose time” (week 5)

Table 5
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Sustained Attention

The skill that was assessed in everyday use for sustained attention was the ability to
“sustain attention in structured activities led by an adult”. A similar pattern was seen
as for the bucket skills, in that pupils with a below average baseline score took longer
to show the skills in other contexts and those pupils with an above average baseline
score showed greater progress, and more consistently applied the skills. One pupil
(Ben) scored no points in this area, and this was reflected in the qualitative data.
Again, Georgina performed well in this area and at the baseline she scored a 3. She
was the only pupil to have any score before the 4 week assessment and progressed to
gain a 4 in this area. However, she had a very good overview of all of the skills in this
area, with a score of 23 (out of a possible 24) at the end of the intervention. This
further supports that suggestion that as pupils develop and apply the skills in the
intervention, the skills are seen more across other contexts. Only one pupil (Emma)
gained a 3 in this area, and again she showed an emerging consistency across the
skills during the intervention. Table 6 shows some examples of ways that sustained

attention skills were shown in other contexts.
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Table to show ways in which sustained attention skills were seen in other

contexts
Pupil 6 week Description of behaviour (week shown)
score
Alan 2 “paid attention to adult led activity in circle time for a short
period” (week 5)
Ben 0 “showed little attention during circle time, however stayed
in the circle for a sustained period of time” (week 6)
Charles 2 “enjoyed a highly motivating adult led activity (singing
toys) during group work” (week 4)
David 2 “sustained attention during register song until his turn (3"%)”
(week 4)
Emma 3 “focused on adult model during 1:1 work” (week 5)
Frank 2 “allowed an adult to take the lead during group work
session” (week 4 )
Georgina 4 “focused on adult leading assembly for most of the time”
(week 5)
Harriet 1 “looked briefly at adult during circle time” (week 5)

Table 6

Shift Attention (Interactive Game)

It was previously discovered that the skills necessary for the interactive game were
most improved by the intervention. It was suggested that this was because the pupils
in the sample already had the skills, but had previously lacked the social motivation to
use them in a joint attention situation. It was also suggested that this activity was
highly motivating for many of the pupils as they were able to join in. For everyday
use I was looking for the ability to be able to “tolerate turn-taking in structured group
activities”. This was likely to be seen during circle times and group work activities.
Table 7 shows some examples of how the skills were seen. For some pupils this
involved taking turns with an adult, for others it involved taking turns with one or
more peers with adult support. The majority of the sample (6 out of 8) did not show

any sign of this skill even emerging until the final weeks of the intervention. The four
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pupils who scored less than average at the baseline showed only emerging and
developing (one pupil) skills in everyday contexts, whereas all four pupils who scored
above average at baseline all scored a 3 (frequent) skills in everyday contexts. Again,
these pupils who were frequently using the skills outside of the intervention, had
consistently developed the skills within the intervention before using them in other
contexts during the final weeks. One pupil (Ben) scored a 0 in this section and while
he was developing skills during the intervention, he was not yet consistent for many
of these skills. Similarly the two pupils who achieved a score of 1 (Alan and Harriet)
were still developing their skills during the intervention and were not yet consistently

using them within the setting of the intervention.

Table to show ways in which interactive game skills were seen in other contexts

Pupil 6 week Description of behaviour (week shown)
score
Alan 1 “tolerated highly structured turn taking activity with adult”
(week 6)
Ben 0 “got very angry during turn taking activity with 1 adult”
(week 6)
Charles 3 “allowed a friend to take a turn on the computer game”
(week 5)
David 2 “allowed an adult to have a very short turn with his
preferred toy” (week 6)
Emma 3 “played a turn taking game with a friend with minimal
verbal support” (week 3)
Frank 3 “with a visual schedule took turns playing with the
playdough with a friend” (week 5)
Georgina 3 “waited for her turn during circle time until the last go”
(week 4)
Harriet 1 “with visual support took turns with a musical instrument
for a short period of time” (week 5)

Table 7
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Shift and Refocus Attention

The skills used in this area are very important and useful skills that allow the pupils to
follow a model to work independently. For the assessment sheet we were looking for
pupil to “use demonstration and imitation as learning strategies”. For many pupils
these skills were not shown in other contexts until the final weeks of the intervention.
This is as expected since, as previously discussed, the shift and refocus activities were
not introduced until later in the intervention. One pupil (Emma) scored a 2 at both the
baseline and 2 week assessment, and she continued to develop these skills and
finished the intervention with a score of 4. This suggests that with time to practice
these skills, they can be transferred in to other areas. There was, once again a clear
divide that showed that pupils who had a higher score at baseline, proceeded to
transfer the skills to everyday use than those who scored less than average at the
baseline. The emerging skills that were displayed by these pupils were generally
during 1:1 sessions, either during structured work times, or unstructured play times.
Table 8 describes some of the ways in which the skills were seen during the day. We
can see that even the pupils who had low scores on the assessment sheet, were

beginning to use the skills that they were learning through the intervention.
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Table to show ways in which shift and refocus skills were seen in other contexts

Pupil 6 week Description of behaviour (week shown)
score
Alan 1 “placed bricks as modeled by an adult, directly afterwards”
(week 6)
Ben 0 “watched adult model, but showed little interest in
recreating it himself ” (week 5)
Charles 2 “in the ‘toys’ area copied an adult playing with the cars ”
(week 6)
David 1 “during 1:1 work copied an adult model to sort objects”
(week 6)
Emma 4 “copied the procedures that an adult had modeled during
circle time to create a piece of art work™ (week 3)
Frank 3 “copied an adult to join in a game on the playground”
(week 5)
Georgina 4 “copied an adult model to complete a practical maths task
independently” (week 4)
Harriet 2 “watched carefully as an adult coloured in a picture, and
attempted to colour her own” (week 6)
Table 8

By looking at each skill area separately it has become apparent that there are certain

themes that have run through these results. That is that:

* pupils with a higher baseline score proceeded to transfer their skills more

successfully (although not necessarily more quickly) across other areas of the

day.

* it was important for pupils to practice and consolidate skills during the

intervention before they begin to use the skills in other contexts.

* pupils needed to have a solid and consistent overview of most of the skills in a

section before they were able to effectively use them in other contexts.
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Comparisons with previous studies

This study supports previous research discussed that suggested that some pupils on
the autism spectrum have the skills necessary for joint attention, but lack the
motivation to use them to share attention with another person (Jones et al. 2006 and
Vismara et al. 2007). The use of motivating objects and activities in this study
increased the joint attention skills presented, but the objects and activities were not
given to the pupils themselves. This supports the suggestion that while a preference
for a stimulus increases joint attention, access to the stimulus is not necessary (Dunst
et al. 2011, Naoi et al. 2008 and Vismara et al. 2007). The intervention provided
natural consequences when pupils used joint attention skills and the use of social
attention as a consequence was successful, without the need for a tangible reward
(Taylor et al. 2008). Jones et al. (2006) also found that when attempting to facilitate
the generalisation of joint attention skills it was beneficial to use an intervention that

is based in a natural environment, by known adults and with natural consequences.

The previous study in to the Attention Autism Approach (Morgan, 2011) agreed that
the approach was beneficial to all pupils that took part, at their own level. It was
found that the preschool pupils who had lower skills initially benefitted more from the
intervention than the others. However I found that in my sample, pupils who were in
the middle of the sample (those who did not have the lowest or the highest initial
skills) increased their skills more. Morgan (2011) also found that the pupils found
generalisation difficult, but agreed that pupils with a higher initial baseline were more

able to generalise the skills learnt to other areas.
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Biases and Limitations

It is important that I recognise the limitations of the study and that I identify any of

my own biases that may have affected the results.

This was a very small scale study, with a small sample and a short time frame. While
I have reported the results that I have found, and made suggestions as to the reasons
why I found these results with this sample of pupils, it is impossible to generalise
these to the wider population without further research. It was also conducted over a
short time frame, and while this allowed the study to stay concise, it would have been
useful to extend the study to see if further progress was made, and also to conduct a
follow up assessment to see if progress was sustained.

There was no control group within this study and as such it is hard to say whether the
pupils would have made this progress anyway, without the intervention. However,
with knowledge of the sample and their previous progress, and the rapid rate of
improvement in joint attention skills shown, I feel that much of the progress can be

attributed to the intervention.

It is possible that through the use of the intervention, and through seeing its positive
effects, that I have changed my teaching style across the day. This would mean that
pupils were not only learning and practising the skill during the set time for the
intervention, but at other points of the day as well. However, I do not see this as a

negative and more as an improvement to my own teaching.
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The children in the sample were well known to me and it is possible that this would
have affected my data collection. It is possible that another observer would have seen
different behaviours and skills and assessed them differently on the assessment sheet.

However I have tried to be as objective as possible throughout the study.
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CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

In this final chapter I shall begin by considering changes that I would make to the
study if | were to repeat it. [ will then discuss the findings of the study before
suggesting some implications of this study on my own practice. [ shall conclude

by considering some further areas of research on this subject.

Conclusions

The study was successful, and [ am happy with the design that I choose to use. A case
study worked well and the assessment sheet allowed me to gather quantitative data,
without being too time consuming. It was definitely beneficial to use this assessment
sheet alongside the qualitative data, as this qualitative data provided a more
personalised view and allowed me to observe small steps achieved by pupils. If I were
to repeat this study there are, however, some changes that I would make. I would have
allowed a longer time scale in order to fully answer my research questions. The time
scale used worked very well for my first question, regarding the development of joint
attention skills, but for my second question a longer time scale would have allowed
the skills to develop further in order to be generalised to other contexts. I would like
to have adapted the assessment sheet more to suit the needs of the study, and I would
like to try to make each section have the same number of points to make them
comparable. It would have been useful to have more precise definitions for the

scoring system, so that another person would assess exactly as I did.
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From my own observations it was very clear to me that all of the children enjoyed the
intervention and participation in the sessions grew as the intervention progressed.
This was backed up by members of the senior management team, and other teaching
staff. The children were excited when I reached for my bucket, and would often sing
my opening song at me as a way of requesting a session. The group shared laughs and
excitement, which previously they did not do. It was also great to hear some of the
more able pupils begin to talk about something that had happened during the

intervention, to an adult or to a peer.

Further, my results show me that the Attention Autism approach had a beneficial
impact on the development of their joint attention skills. All children showed progress
in the development of their skills, but they all developed at different rates. Most of the
progress was seen in the final two weeks of the intervention. It is possible that this is
because the pupils needed to practice new skills that they acquired, before they were
able to learn new ones. By looking at the initial baseline scores I can see that pupils
with an average baseline score made the most progress from this intervention.
However, it is important to note that pupils with a lower baseline still made good
progress and developed their skills substantially. Pupils with a higher baseline also
made good progress, and it is possible that they made better progress than is reflected
in the data as they were reaching the end of the assessment sheet and were therefore

making progress beyond the observed skills.

In relation to the generalisation and transferability of the skills I did not see as much

progress as I expected. However many of the pupils were beginning to use the skills

that they had learnt in other settings, and I believe that with more time and more
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practise this would increase further. There was no significant use of the skills before
the four week assessment using the quantitative data, but using the qualitative data it
was clear that there were some emerging skills in this time. I would suggest that these
skills were not seen immediately in other contexts as the pupils needed to develop and
practise the skills many times before being able to begin to use them in other contexts.
Pupils with a higher baseline score showed more ability to generalise the skills learnt
to other contexts. This could be because there is a need to have a higher level of skill

within the intervention before skills are transferred.

Implications for practice

The main implication for my practice from this study is the recognition that many
pupils that I am teaching are not developmentally ready to be taught as a whole group.
They need to be taught these skills, and allowed time to practise and develop them.
There is no point in me trying to disseminate important information during circle
time, when the pupils are not able to listen and take it in. Therefore I shall place a

higher emphasis on developing pupils learning skills.

Following on from this study I will continue to use the Attention Autism approach
with this class, and future classes of children as appropriate. It is important for me to
recognise when this intervention is appropriate, and to allow time in the school day

for it to occur.
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I have found that through using this intervention, my teaching style across the whole
day has changed. There are several attributes of the Attention Autism approach that I
have felt beneficial in other areas and I believe that this has improved my practice.
For example, the use of whiteboards to create a visual schedule and the reduction in
language. Most importantly I have rediscovered how important it is to have fun with a

class and to share laughs together.

I have shared both the intervention, and the resulting change in teaching style, with
both my class team, and the other teaching staff in my school. I hope that this
intervention will be used across the school to provide an alternative approach for all

the children who would benefit from it.

Implications for future research

Following on from this study there are several areas that I would like to further
research into the Attention Autism approach. Morgan (2011) looked at the approach
with preschool children in a mainstream setting. I would like to look more closely at
how the approach can be used for pupils of different ages and when it is most
beneficial and appropriate. Following on from that I would like to complete a follow
up study, in two to five years, to assess how the joint attention skills of pupils who
have previously taken part in the intervention compare to those who have not. I think
that this intervention could be used across a range of age groups and would be
interested in how to make it age appropriate for groups of older pupils. In my results I

found that pupils with average baseline scores made the most progress. I would like to

67



do more work to assess which groups of pupils, with which particular needs, benefit
the most from this intervention, and to see if there are any adaptations that could be

made to make it more beneficial to other pupils.

I believe that there is more work to be done in relation to the transfer of skills. In my
study I saw the skills learnt beginning to emerge in everyday life and I would like to
take this further to see whether over a longer time scale these skills continued to

develop and become useful skills.

Ideally I would replicate this study with a larger sample to see if the same results were

found.
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