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Abstract 

Purpose: Professional learning has been highlighted as critical to improvement in educational practice 

for Autistic learners. Empirical evidence about what is effective for professional learning in education 

suggests it is a ‘bottom up’ process of intellectual, practical and emotional engagement and 

application of new knowledge to specific contexts. The aim of this study was to gather information 

about postgraduate professional learning that sought to combine lived experience with reflection on 

practice in a critical pedagogy approach for practitioners working with Autistic learners in post-16 

education.  

Design: Participants in the study represented all further education colleges in Wales and included 

experienced teachers and leaders, most of whom have a role focused on inclusion and learning 

support within their setting. Two phases of data collection were carried out, namely a baseline survey 

(n=36) and follow up interviews (n=15) at the end of the year of study. Interviews explored personal 

experiences of learning, knowledge and beliefs about practice and change in this respect, and 

professionals' priorities for the development of practice. 

Findings: Findings present information gathered from the interviews and indicate that the course did 

not provide practitioners with new knowledge about autism but supported the development of more 

nuanced understandings of autism and more professional confidence about practice. However, 

familiarisation with lived experience and critical reflection on practice were described as supporting 

the questioning of basic assumptions and greater appreciation of the nature of difference for Autistic 

learners. 

Originality: Study findings reframe what should be considered the focus of support practices for 

Autistic learners in further education. 
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Introduction 

 

A major programme of educational reform is currently taking place in Wales, one of the four 

nations of the UK. Considerable investment has been made in developing workforce 

readiness for reform and, when consulted, practitioners in Further Education (FE) identified 

support for Autistic learners as a priority area for professional learning. As a consequence, 

the [Authors’ University] was approached and asked to provide postgraduate level training to 

a cohort of teachers and lecturers working in all thirteen FE colleges across Wales. This 



 2 

article presents research into learning on the course which had the aim of gathering 

information about impact on change in practitioners’ knowledge, beliefs and values in 

relation to inclusive education for Autistic learners in FE. 

 

When consulted, Autistic learners emphasise the importance of teacher understanding to their 

happiness and inclusion within education (APPGA 2017). For teachers, prior knowledge of 

working with Autistic learners and positive experiences of relationship mean they are more 

willing to develop inclusive practices in their classrooms (Robertson et al. 2003; Segall and 

Campbell 2012). However, the issue of teacher knowledge and understanding of autism is not 

a straightforward one. Recent research suggests that teachers are becoming more 

knowledgeable about the basic characteristics of autism as a condition (Vincent and Ralston 

2020), but that they tend to underestimate what they know and remain uncertain about 

practice (Talib and Paulson 2015; Vincent and Ralston 2020). Training appears to make a 

difference in terms of change in teacher knowledge, though this may not resolve negative 

(Lawrence 2019) or misconceived (Sanz-Cervera et al. 2017) ideas about autism. Milton 

(2019) has argued that the experience of being Autistic is not well-understood by non-autistic 

people and that this underpins educational difficulty. Milton (2012) has developed the theory 

of the ‘double empathy problem’ to describe the shared nature of difficulty experienced by 

Autistic and non-autistic people in understanding and relating to each other and points out 

that this highlights effective professional learning as critical to improvement in educational 

practice (Milton 2019).  

 

Professional learning in relation to Autistic learners has traditionally been viewed as a ‘top-

down’ transmission of knowledge, for example, from ‘autism experts’ or ‘specialists’ to 

‘non-specialist’ mainstream or general education teachers (Roberts and Simpson, 2016). 

Though situated learning is acknowledged as an important consideration, professional 

learning tends to be seen as a linear process of knowledge transfer (Nolan and Hannah 2019), 

one that requires nuanced understanding by trainers rather than educational practitioners 

(Guldberg et al., 2021). Mainstream practitioners have been described as seeking specialised 

training (Jones, 2019; Ravet, 2018), though they are also described as resistant to new ideas 

(Roberts and Simpson 2016) and as becoming disengaged with specialists and researchers 

(Guldberg et al., 2017). 
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Such a view of professional learning contrasts with current understandings in relation to the 

field, which focus on the importance of ‘bottom up’ processes in learning (Burstow, 2018). A 

strong empirical research base exists for professional learning in education and this suggests 

that it is a complex undertaking that combines intellectual work with practical and emotional 

engagement (Lofthouse and Thomas, 2017). Research indicates that teachers have their own 

ideas about practice and that support for professional learning needs to engage with prior 

knowledge and existing belief systems if new ideas are not to be rejected (Coburn, 2001). 

Authentic learning comes from sense-making in relation to new knowledge, teachers 

applying concepts to specific contexts as a way of developing nuanced understandings 

(Lofthouse and Cowie 2018). Practitioner cognition is viewed as having personal, situated 

and distributed dimensions within nested activity systems at classroom, organisation and 

community levels (Opfer and Pedder, 2011), with fundamental shifts in cognition emerging 

from these ‘practice-complexes’ (Watson, 2014). This is conceptualised as reciprocal 

interaction between new knowledge, reflection on existing beliefs and assumptions, and 

experimentation with practice that aids retrieval of what has been learned and ensures its 

practical application (Brennan et al., 2019; Rouse, 2008). 

 

Details of the course that is focus of this study 

 

Approaches to training about autism increasingly use familiarisation with lived experience as 

a core component of course content, for example, in the inclusion of Autistic people as guest 

speakers or course leaders, and of insider accounts on reading lists and online learning 

materials. Research suggests that Autistic people have an important contribution to make in 

terms of promoting a non-deficit focused perspective on autism (Botha et al. 2022; Gillespie-

Lynch et al., 2017) and the purpose of this approach is conceptualised as one of challenging 

stereotypes and supporting better understanding of neurodiverse forms of communication 

(Thomas 2019). Gillespie-Lynch et al. (2015) describes an online training course for trainee 

teachers that combines insider accounts with a critique of the medical model of disability, for 

example, whilst Lawrence and Rimmer (2020) used visual learning materials, also with 

trainee teachers, that were co-produced by an Autistic person and a visual artist to provide an 

authentic Autistic point of view as the basis for learning.  

 

Familiarisation with lived experience constituted an important element of the course that is 

focus of this study, which was taught by lecturers who are Autistic and non-autistic. 
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Crucially, learning was combined with critical reflection on practice and consideration of the 

‘implied student’ (Spaeth and Pearson 2021) in ableist thinking about education. Critical 

pedagogy for professional learning about inclusion and equity supports theorising of practice 

as a way of developing a ‘critical consciousness’ that questions basic assumptions (Freire 

2005). Rather than focusing on the issue of what is done to learners, practitioners on the 

course were encouraged to consider the function of any practice to include or, alternatively, 

to further marginalise Autistic learners in their setting, and their own professional role in this. 

Using the social model of disability (Oliver, 1990), course content was framed by a 

sociological rather than psychological perspective on autism and an important learning 

activity was to examine principles of practice that underpin approaches used with Autistic 

learners, considering these in terms of educational values and perspective taken on autism 

according to different models of disability, including who or what is the focus of support 

(Author 2019). Key concepts, such as ableism, identity, and the double empathy problem, 

were explicitly studied as a way of supporting practitioners to understand how dominant 

discourses shape what is perceived and how people are ‘othered’ (Nieto and McDonough 

2011). A further important feature of the course was that practitioners carried out a 

professional inquiry project as a way of applying learned concepts to real life contexts and of 

linking theory, practice and values about inclusive education for Autistic learners.  

 

Method 

 

There has been little research into the impact of professional learning in relation to Autistic 

learners which prioritises critical reflection and professional inquiry (though see Wood and 

Milton (2018) on this point). Research into the impact of professional learning needs to take 

account of change in practitioner beliefs since change in the educational experience of 

learners and the sustainability of new practices must be accompanied by deep change in 

attitudes and belief systems (Borg, 2018). Importantly, professional learning needs to be seen 

as having a temporal element and should not focus on the immediate response to a learning 

experience (Guskey, 2002). 

 

This study sought to capture information over one academic year about development in 

practitioner beliefs, knowledge, values and priorities for practice in relation to Autistic 

learners in post-16 education in Wales using a mixed methods design that involved two 

phases of data collection. In order to provide a baseline measure (Borg, 2018), a first phase of 
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data collection was carried out near the beginning of the course. This used a survey to explore 

practitioners’ perspectives on the needs of Autistic learners, their own professional learning 

goals and priority areas for development of practice (Timperley, 2011). Following ethical 

approval from the research team’s University, the survey was delivered through an online 

platform and analysed by a research team member who was not involved in the teaching of 

the course. Three-quarters (n=36) of the total student cohort responded to the survey and 

statistical analysis of quantitative data and coding of qualitative data was carried out by the 

same researcher. 

 

Respondents to the survey were asked to self-select for follow-up interviews that took place 

after completion of the course, at the end of the academic year. Given the pressures of 

working during the Covid-19 pandemic, it was felt that this convenience sampling method 

would minimise the likelihood of including participants who were already feeling pressured 

in terms of workload and time. Semi-structured online interviews (Microsoft Teams) were 

carried out with 15 participants as a second phase of data collection and were used to explore 

personal experiences of learning as well as knowledge and beliefs about practice and change 

in this respect, priorities for the development of practice and perceptions of support for 

change within a participant’s organisation.  

 

In both phases of data collection, participants represented colleges located in all four 

educational regions of Wales and included classroom-level practitioners, middle level leaders 

and senior managers. Almost all students on the course had a role focused on additional 

learning needs (ALN)1 and many had several years’ experience as practitioners working with 

learners with ALN, including in many cases Autistic learners. Given the limitations of space, 

findings from the interviews are the main focus of this article. 

 

For the purpose of data analysis, interviews were audio recorded and fully transcribed. Two 

researchers from the team carried out an initial stage of coding for a small number of 

interview transcripts, which were then used to develop codes and sub-codes for the remaining 

data. The research team included Autistic and non-autistic members and regular meetings of 

the team were used to discuss the process of data analysis and emerging findings. Analysis of 

 
1 The term ‘additional learning needs’ (ALN) replaces that of special educational needs (SEN) under new 
legislation in Wales. 
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all data was informed by the Inclusive Pedagogical Approach in Action (IPAA) framework 

(Florian, 2014), that links theory, practice and values in thinking about what constitutes 

inclusive education, and The Levels of Use of New Practice framework as developed by King 

(2014) which allows consideration of degree to which learning is practically applied. 

Analytical codes were developed deductively in this way, but also inductively from the data 

to produce four overarching themes which are set out below. 

 

Findings 

 

Practitioners did not acquire new knowledge but had existing knowledge confirmed 

By far the strongest theme that emerged from the research was that the course did not provide 

practitioners with new knowledge about autism, but confirmed existing knowledge and 

beliefs. This was something mentioned in almost all individual interviews, practitioners 

describing the course as serving to deepen their knowledge and provide them with evidence 

to support existing practices. What was also described was an increased ability to understand 

situations involving Autistic learners that had been regularly observed in college but not fully 

understood. The following comment from an ALN-focused lecturer encapsulates the view 

expressed by many other participants: 

 

Rather than something I learned, I think it was confirmation of things that I gathered 

over the years or presumed over the years. It was a confirmation, oh yes, actually I am 

right with this, or, things make sense now with a certain student.  

 

Responses in the survey about effective practices indicated that practitioners saw themselves 

as responsible for implementing support practices and being knowledgeable in the area of 

ALN in their setting, which probably reflects the ALN-focused role of all participants in the 

research. For many participants, this deepening of understanding and confirmation of belief 

and practice was described in interviews as improving their confidence as a practitioner. 

Several practitioners noted that they had felt unsure of themselves and even anxious about 

their practice in relation to Autistic learners, and that the course had supported them to feel 

more confident about this. A learning support co-ordinator described it in this way: 

 

I think it's fair to say we would obviously be doing that before, you know we were 

providing the support, but I feel like it was maybe providing the support that we 



 7 

thought was needed, whereas now I feel I can be a bit more specific after what I've 

read…It’s quite subtle. I mean, I don't even know how I would document that change, 

but it is in how I record things, it's how I communicate, it's how I engage with the 

learner, and as well my expectation.  

 

For this participant, increased confidence had impact on all aspects of her work including her 

work with learners, their parents and tutors. She felt that the subtle shift in her confidence 

meant that collaborative practices were much more effective, but, in particular, she felt more 

able to consult with young people, something she had felt unsure about prior to commencing 

the course.  

 

Practitioners were able to develop a more nuanced understanding of difference in relation 

to Autistic learners 

New learning was described by some participants in relation to their understanding of what it 

means to be Autistic. This was particularly connected to the sensory sensitivities experienced 

by Autistic people as described in insider accounts in lectures, weblinks and recommended 

reading for the course. Insider accounts, including teaching delivered by the Autistic lecturer 

on the course, were described by many participants as a powerful learning experience that 

offered new insight and better understanding of the profound nature of difference between 

Autistic and non-autistic people. One learning support co-ordinator described a shift in her 

understanding of the importance of sensory-perceptual processing differences, something that 

had supported her developing understanding of human cognition more generally: 

 

Sensory sensitivity fascinates me because I hadn't really considered it. I knew it was an 

issue, but not to the depths that it is… I think that probably it's the main thing that I am 

going to be really considering going forward because it is part of how you understand 

your environment, isn't it? You know your senses allow you to sort of make sense of the 

world really.  

 

In the survey, sensory sensitivity and support for this were neither highlighted as an area of 

effective practice nor as a priority area of development for support for Autistic learners. 

Equally, this aspect of being Autistic was not commented on in the open-ended sections of 

the survey, but was raised in many of the interviews. Realisation of the importance of sensory 

sensitivities to the experience of being Autistic led many practitioners to emphasise 
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consideration of environmental conditions as part of their practice as well as the key 

importance of consulting learners themselves. This was mentioned frequently by practitioners 

in interview in relation to the development of improved assessment for learning practices, 

where learners are fully consulted about the specificities of their sensory experiences in 

college and requirements in terms of support. 

 

Recognition of the profound nature of difficulty experienced by some Autistic learners was 

new learning that was described in relation to other areas of practice too. An experienced 

ALN-focused lecturer described how he had recognised difficulty in learning previously, but 

felt that he needed to take this much more seriously, not seeing it as something that it is 

possible for an Autistic learner to overcome. Other practitioners said they realised that they 

need to ‘check in’ more regularly with Autistic learners to ensure that they are coping with 

the experience of being in college and that this should be the case even if they appear to be 

coping well. Learning about the double empathy problem (Milton 2012) was mentioned by 

many practitioners as supporting a strong shift in this aspect of practice. In interview, many 

practitioners noted that the course had supported a realisation that the experience of difficulty 

is one that is shared by staff and Autistic learners alike. This was mentioned most often in 

relation to the importance of recognising that difference may exist and difficulty may be 

being experienced by an Autistic learner, but that this is not necessarily recognised by 

lecturers, particularly those whose roles were non-ALN focused. 

 

It was noted by some practitioners, however, that this shared difficulty is something that 

could be experienced by those who had an ALN-focused role too. In talking about her 

professional inquiry project, a learning support co-ordinator noted that learning about the 

double empathy problem had supported her understanding of autism as a form of diversity 

rather than deficit, but had also raised for her the danger of ableist thinking. She commented: 

 

Damian Milton's double empathy, that was a bit of a game changer. And it came out in 

my research where a learner talked about how great it was she met these friends at 

college. They were all Autistic and they were this really supportive group of Autistic 

learners who helped each other…Also, I didn't think I had stereotypical views, but I feel 

like yeah, I probably did, you know the sort of idea that Autistic people weren't really 

that interested in the social side of things. 
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Discussion of the double empathy problem, ableism and other key concepts prompted some 

practitioners to comment that the course provided them with a theoretical understanding of 

practice that previous autism awareness training had not. This was described as a deeper level 

of understanding that enabled them to deconstruct practice and consider its underlying 

principles. A learning support lecturer compared his Masters-level training with previous 

experiential learning in the following way: 

 

It was completely different to be honest. The training I received in the past has been a 

practical hands-on training whereas this course is more, well, academic. It is more 

theoretical…I feel that I've benefited from having both. I've had the simulated practical 

experience if you like, but I'm now able to support that with academic training as well, 

you know, the research, the reading I've been doing with this course that’s explained 

the elements of the practical training. I think they've worked well together. 

 

Professional identities influence what is learned 

It was apparent that the experience of learning reflected practitioners’ roles and professional 

identities. This was particularly noticeable in relation to the views of leaders compared to 

those of classroom practitioners. Several interviewees who were senior managers expressed 

most clearly a vision for an inclusive education for Autistic learners where educational 

support is fully focused on consulting learners, valuing diversity and accommodating 

difference. For these professionals, priorities for action centred on reducing barriers to 

participation and changing attitudes of staff throughout the college. One ALN leader noted 

that reading about autism in relation to historical contexts and to the social model of 

disability had led her to believe that supporting Autistic learners is not about ‘fixing people’ 

but about understanding them. Another leader commented that he felt his views about 

inclusive education had been validated by his studies and that support for Autistic learners is 

essentially a matter of ensuring learners have a sense of belonging and are sufficiently 

comfortable to learn in all areas of the college. What needs to be done was frequently 

described by these senior professionals in terms of enabling environments rather than 

expecting the learner to change. 

 

By contrast, a slightly different view was expressed by lecturers working in classrooms, 

especially those teaching curricula focused on independent living skills. These practitioners 

also expressed a belief in the importance of person-centred practices, but tended to put 
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greater emphasis on the Autistic learner becoming adaptable and developing new skills. One 

lecturer commented:   

 

We're there to prepare [Autistic learners] maybe for the workplace. So, taking on 

board what they’re saying, but having an open mind as well because you’ve got to try 

new techniques and new things. That will help them in the future won’t it. If 

something's worked at school, that's fine. But things go on and as they become more of 

an adult, more independent, then we need to be able to adapt. It’s preparing them for 

the future. 

 

For some of these practitioners, however, there was evidence of tension in their views about 

the role of support. One stated that her original professional learning goal had been to know 

more about ‘brain mechanisms’ for Autistic people, but that this priority had been superseded 

by greater realisation of the barriers Autistic people face in society. Another independent 

living skills lecturer described a shift in her beliefs about her practice, from the belief that 

Autistic learners need to change and develop new skills to one where the experience of 

education itself is an important source of learning and support. She commented: 

 

I think now I'm much more on board and enlightened as to the importance of putting 

[Autistic learners] in a position where for the first time they don't feel excluded. They 

don't feel different. They can actually start enjoying education, irrelevant of whether 

they're learning any, you know, cognitive specific content.  

 

Though Autistic learners were described as sometimes expressing a desire to learn new ways 

of dealing with the neurotypical world and how to adapt themselves more to it, some 

practitioners expressed ambivalence about the principle of individual learning targets for 

skills development. For example, one independent living skills lecturer said: 

 

If [Autistic learners] can't even come to college every day because they've got such 

anxiety, well, what's the point in saying, you need to be able to travel on the bus in 

order to get onto a mainstream course.   

 

Support is understood to be for learners and staff equally 
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Several practitioners thought that learning about the double empathy problem helped them to 

realise that practice in this area needs to be focused on supporting learners, but equally on 

supporting college staff. One practitioner talked about her new role as co-ordinator with 

responsibility for Autistic learners and how, at the start of the course, she had considered that 

as a percentage of her time this would be focused mostly on supporting individual learners, 

but had since changed her mind: 

 

I thought that it would be working with the students and a little bit of working on CPD 

days, but I think it's going to be 50/50. I’d have said it was 80 with the students and 20 

with the lecturers when I started and after that it, it is not, it's 50/50. 

 

One senior professional noted that a pivotal learning moment for her was the realisation that, 

if staff in her college had a better understanding of what it means to be Autistic, then ‘you 

unlock the key for Autistic learners’.  

 

For many practitioners, support for college staff involved the sharing of good practice, which 

was often framed as ‘pockets’ of inclusivity within a setting. What was described in several 

interviews was a ‘mixed culture’, that is, some staff valuing difference and employing 

effective support strategies with Autistic learners, and some showing an intolerance of 

difference and unwillingness to adapt practices. Professionals sharing practice was seen by 

some as a way of encouraging peer-to-peer support and a more effective way of developing 

practice. An ALN co-ordinator described some staff in her college as requiring help to 

imagine different kinds of practices and noted that overcoming barriers to participation often 

needs a small adjustment that could nevertheless be seen as an insurmountable task. She 

provided the following example of the use of noise cancellation headphones in the car 

mechanics workshop area: 

 

If [an Autistic learner] has sensory needs going to a workshop, it's going to be difficult 

for them with the noise. But it's not that easy to wear ear defenders because of health 

and safety. If something was to go wrong and they couldn't hear someone shouting get 

out, you've got a risk assessment that's needed there. But it's finding a way, isn't it – not 

saying no straight away, you can't do it. Like have five minutes out when it's needed if 

there's a quiet room in the workshop. It's putting little things like that in place.  
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Supporting learners was most often described in terms of a small range of key practices, 

including careful planning of transition experiences, use of a key worker as a point of contact, 

and most frequently, consulting young people about their educational experiences. This was 

mentioned in almost all interviews as a priority and as a focus for future development. 

Consulting learners was seen as a foundational practice and the basis of any planning and 

review. As a learning support co-ordinator described it, listening to Autistic learners was the 

most important practice since ‘everything filters down’ from there.  

 

Some practitioners emphasised talking practices as especially important for this group of 

learners. Having a point of contact with whom to discuss an issue, regular checking in with 

learners and simply taking the time to talk were seen as important forms of support. One 

ALN-focused lecturer said that this was something that she had done previously but had felt 

unsure about, though the course had confirmed such practice as a priority for her: 

 

[Carrying out my inquiry project] was confirmation for me that spending time talking 

with the learner was actually one of the things they found most valuable. I think I've 

always felt like, oh I should be doing some writing with them or something. But it’s 

confirmed for me that that's what they need, and that's what really helps. They've said 

to me then they can go back and feel better and say, I've got stuff off my chest and felt 

listened to. 

 

Person-centred practices were mentioned as something already embedded within support 

practices in colleges, but some practitioners expressed their belief that this was often given 

lip service only. They emphasised the need to really listen to a learner and reflect carefully on 

what was being communicated. This was seen as a way of supporting learner well-being 

which was also described as a foundational experience in being able to participate in college 

life and learning. 

 

Discussion 

 

This study sought to gain information about the impact of postgraduate professional learning 

on practitioner knowledge, beliefs and practice in relation to Autistic learners in post-16 

education in Wales. Participants represented all FE colleges in Wales and included 

experienced teachers and leaders, most of whom have an ALN-focused role within their 
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setting. Findings indicate that these professionals believed the course did not provide them 

with new knowledge about autism, but helped to confirm existing beliefs and verify practices 

already in use. In this respect, findings reflect recent research into teacher knowledge about 

autism that finds they are becoming more aware (Lawrence 2019; Vincent and Ralston 2020). 

The fact that practitioners emphasised their existing knowledge probably reflects 

accountability of ALN-focused roles, but perhaps also highlights the importance of 

acknowledging the competences and existing ideas practitioners bring to professional 

learning (Coburn 2001; Lofthouse and Cowie 2018). What seems to be a key message from 

this research is that practitioners felt knowledgeable about autism but lacked confidence in 

relation to practice (Talib and Paulson 2015), and that the course supported them in feeling 

more confident. Also of note is the way in which practitioners described learning as a process 

of reflection (Guskey 2002) that was aided by application of concepts to real life contexts 

(Lofthouse and Thomas 2017), for example, in carrying out their professional inquiry 

projects. 

 

Acquisition of knowledge and the development of new understandings about practice were 

described in relation to the nature of difference for Autistic learners. What was described as 

particularly important in this was familiarisation with lived experience and access to insider 

accounts. In critical pedagogy for professional learning on equity and inclusion, the use of 

counter-stories that provide a ‘thickness’ to lives not well understood is seen as important in 

disrupting ableist assumptions (Nieto and McDonough 2011). Rich narratives of Autistic 

lives featured prominently on this course, and these were singled out by many practitioners in 

the way they provided authentic, nuanced and convincing information about autism that made 

it possible to conceptualise different ways of being (Milton 2014). In turn, this was described 

as bringing about fundamental shifts in belief about educational practice, specifically, that 

interactions with Autistic learners were more thinkable and person-centred practices more 

urgent. In a similar vein, the concept of the double empathy problem (Milton, 2012) served to 

shift belief away from simplistic narratives of the purpose of education for this group of 

learners – as one of identifying need and teaching skills – towards greater consideration of 

education as entitlement (Runswick-Cole and Hodge 2009) and teaching as responsibility 

(Giroux 2011).  

 

Probably of significance to the generally positive way in which learning was described in the 

study are the inclusive underpinning values of the course itself, which were consistent with 
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what many participants expressed as their professional values. All participants in the study 

and on the course work within mainstream colleges and are therefore exposed to principles of 

inclusive education policy and practice. Elements of the course that focused on autism as a 

valued way of being, and on support as an issue of understanding, acceptance and 

accommodation (Spaeth and Pearson 2021), were likely to be familiar to professionals on the 

course as well as compatible with policy and practice in their setting and in the wider 

educational context (Welsh Government, 2021). Related to this, however, findings illustrate 

how theory about practice does not exist outside of practice itself. The theoretical 

frameworks of the medical and social models of disability that were used to structure course 

content were also clearly woven into the fabric of professional practice, for example, in the 

form of someone’s role as a learning skills co-ordinator, in systems of support centred on 

individual learning plans, in cultural practices within a setting such as health and safety 

practices, in the spatial conditions in a setting, and in the prioritisation of consulting learners 

and taking seriously their responses. These differing practices can be identified as more or 

less aligned with the medical and social models of disability and definitive in the way they 

support professional identities (Pantić and Florian, 2015). The study suggests that what is 

learned depends partly on how professionals see themselves as accountable (Wenger-Trayner 

et al., 2015) and that differences exist in this respect for professionals even within the same 

educational setting. 

 

Research into the enactment of inclusion in educational settings tends to employ a mixed 

methods approach which incorporates talking to practitioners and learners with observations 

of practice (Brennan et al., 2019). A limitation of this study, therefore, is that it gained 

information from practitioners’ descriptions of practice only and did not combine this with 

information gained in other ways, mainly due to restrictions on data collection during the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Most importantly, this study did not gather information from Autistic 

learners themselves who would undoubtedly have brought original insight into experiences of 

learning and support in FE. Despite this, it is believed that important implications for practice 

emerge from the findings of this study, most particularly that critical reflection, particularly 

on lived experience, constitutes an essential element of professional learning in relation to 

Autistic learners. Difficulties with educational inclusion for this group has prompted calls for 

the greater use of specialised practices (Brennan et al., 2019; Ravet, 2018), but it is possible 

that more input into professional learning particularly of Autistic people’s perspectives and 

experiences as they describe them is the key to educational change in this area.  
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