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Autism Asperger ACT Inc. School Attendance Survey 

Introduction  
 
The Australian National Disability Strategy (ANDS) and National Disability (ND) agreement states 
the key goal is to increase the economic and social participation of people living with disabilities. 
People with Autism can find social participation extremely difficult and at times debilitating, 
where the main issues arise around their dysfunctional understanding in the areas of 
communication, cognition abilities and emotional literacy.  Society has been challenged by Autism 
to find appropriate measures and programs that enable the inclusive goals of the ANDS and ND 
agreement. 
 
The latest Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) released show more needs to be done in the areas 
of education and employment.  When looking at the autism rates reported in the ACT context, it 
should be noted that the Australian autism prevalence varies from 0.21% to 0.42% with the ACT 
ranking the second highest state in Australia.    
 
School is seen as a crucial first point for educational and social learning; it is an important 
environment to develop social participation skills.  The ABS statistics state that 82% of school 
children with autism said they were, ‘having difficulty’ at school, with 77% not finishing with a 
post-school qualification, well below the standard of other disabilities.  This trend continues into 
employment participation. (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011)   The increasing awareness of 
autism and therefore diagnosis in the community, suggests these figures will not decrease.  More 
understanding of the effect autism has on an individual’s biological, social and psychological 
affects is needed to ensure a satisfactory engagement in society.  A comprehensive education is a 
key to the start of a good life.  There is little available knowledge on the nature of engagement of 
students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) within the education system in the ACT.  This 
study is seen as a first look at the subject. 
 
‘The ACT public schools are required to make reasonable adjustments for students with a disability 
at the time of enrolment and during the course of their education, ensuring they have the support 
they need to successfully access and participate in the school curriculum, programs and activities 
in the company of their same-age peers.’  (Students with a Disability: Meeting their educational 
needs, 2008)  
The Review of Special Education in the ACT report states, that the “most important contribution 
that schools can make to improve the educational outcomes of students with a disability in ACT 
schools is to improve what happens on a daily basis in individual classrooms. Consequently, top 
priority is given to the development of capacity of teachers to teach all students.” (Shaddock, 
MacDonald, & Hook, 2009) 
 

Issues identified 
The survey was developed internally by Autism Asperger Australian Capital Territory (AAACT) 
following a preliminary literature review; anecdotal evidence from the association membership 
through parent support groups, general telephone inquiries to the AAACT office, together with 
professional consultations, of a suggested higher rate of absenteeism by high school students with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder, from January 2010 through to June 2012.   
 
Initially, the main reason for this absenteeism was thought to be bullying, either reported or 
unreported, of the ASD high school students in the ACT.   The literature reviewed prior to the 
study seemed to support this view.  
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“Bullying most often occurs in the last years of primary and the first couple of years at 
secondary school.” (Bullying. kids Help Line Infosheet., 2004) 
 
“Around 62% of students with Autism Spectrum disorder report being bullied once a 
week or more.” (Bottroff, 2008)  
 

Studies report that students feeling bullied, unsupported by their peers and authoritative figures 
would experience high levels of anxiety, depression which add an addition challenge to remaining 
at school. (Rigby, 1999) 
 
The survey aimed to investigate bullying as a main subject but also wished to look into a wider 
picture to identify other drivers for ASD student absenteeism.   
 
The most successful result for any student would be seen as the full inclusion and engagement in 
the education system.  The knowledge generated from the survey intended to give practical tools to 
both staff and parents in order to increase the chances for meaningful engagement of ASD 
students within the school education system.   Understanding the reasons for the school refusal is 
seen as the initial step for schools encouraging students to remain at school achieving their full 
potential. (Wimmer, 2008) 
If the ASD students’ needs are not currently being met, highlighted by the attendance/refusal 
survey results, then a fresh look at the educational systems could provide new options for 
addressing the needs of this group of students. 
 
The intended audience was for AAACT members with ASD children attending schools in the ACT, 
the ACT Education and Training Directorate and the Catholic Education Office - Archdiocese of 
Canberra and Goulburn. 

   

Survey Purpose statement  
This survey aims to discover the prevalence and nature of school refusal of adolescents with ASD 
in the ACT.  The objective of the survey is to identify options for developing ‘student friendly’ 
environments that enable students to achieve their best result from the education system. 

Research questions 
What is the prevalence of school refusal of adolescents with ASD in the ACT?   
What is the nature of school refusal of adolescents with ASD in the ACT? 

 What was the main challenges facing the ASD student in the mainstream high school 
environment?   

 What did the parents identify as being the key strategies employed by the school authorities, 
community services, such as, psychologists, and the families themselves?   

 Which strategies created the most successful outcome for the ASD student? 

Study design:  
An invitation to participate in the school refusal survey was emailed to AAACT members via the 
weekly AAACT E-Bulletin under Special Events, from Wednesday, 16th May 2012 until Friday, 8th 
June 2012.  Using the following copy: 
 
‘INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN A HIGH SCHOOL REFUSAL SURVEY CONDUCTED BY AAACT with 
reference to  ACT EDUCATION and TRAINING DIRECTORATE AND THE CATHOLIC EDUCATION OFFICE - 
Archdiocese of Canberra and Goulburn.   
This survey aims to discover the prevalence and nature of school refusal of adolescents with ASD 
in the ACT.  The objective of the survey is to create ‘student friendly’ environments that enable 
students to achieve their best result from the education system.  I invite you to participate in this 
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research survey as we hope it will provide additional insights directly from families to better 
understand how to engage our young adolescents with ASD in schools.  AAACT will conduct and 
collate the survey.  AAACT will then present the information submitted to the Disability Education 
and the Catholic Education Office - Archdiocese of Canberra and Goulburn.  No individual will be 
identifiable; any information or personal details gathered in the course of the survey will remain 
confidential.   
To complete the survey online please click: here.  If you cannot complete the survey online, please 
contact the AAACT office to request a hard copy of the survey form.  If you have completed the 
survey using a hard copy, please email or post to the following address: Autism Asperger ACT, 
Attn. Julia Bowden, PO Box 719, Mawson 2607 or juliab@autismaspergeract.com.au.  In addition to 
the survey, if you would like to talk to someone about re-engaging your child in educational 
faculties, please contact the Catholic Education Office - Archdiocese of Canberra and Goulburn: 
enquiries@cg.catholic.edu.au or 6234 5455 OR Student Services, ACT Disability Education 
studentservices@act.gov.au or 6205-9117 / 6207 2327’ 
 

Additional information was provided to explain the nature of school refusal to aid parents 
choosing to participate in the survey; with parents’ responses providing additional insights directly 
from families of students with autism, to enable educators to better understand how to engage our 
young adolescents with ASD in schools.   
The survey was posted on “Survey Monkey” and the AAACT membership invited to comment over 
a two month period.  A total of 41 responses were received.  The responses are anonymous but can 
be attributed to individual ASD students.  The parental inputs are contextual (that is relating 
specifically to their child/children, domestic situation and schooling experience).  Some of the 
responses are emotive and apply to a unique situation.  The survey responders number 41 yet 
when considering the current 1:100 prevalence rate for the autism (Australian Advisory Board, 
2011) one could give the results more weight by factor of 100.  Notwithstanding, many respondents 
have given the matter considerable thought and a number of insights/indicative situations can be 
found. 
 
 
 
 
 
The ability of the teacher and school administration to cater to the special needs of the ASD 
student seems to be a key component to achieving successful outcomes.  The ASD student often 
requires out of the policy box solutions for completion of education goals and social inclusivity.   
 

Tool used:  
 
22 questions were used.  The breakdown of questions involved: 

8 Multiple choice, 
5 Yes/No questions, 
7 Qualitative questions and 
2 Quantitative questions. 
 

The questions identified:  

 Disability diagnosis, age, educational status of student,  

 Type of education facility.   

 Rate of the student’s school refusal –  

 Identifying primary reasons for the refusal in a multiple choice format.   

 Identifying any additional medical and mental illness diagnosis.   

 Responses by parents and schools to the students’ refusal.   

‘We have insisted on school attendance to date and never given in to his demand to avoid 
school.  As he gets older its harder to insist and to have him comply. As the truanting 
option has now been tried.  The only reason it hasn't happened more is because we have 
had the capacity to stand firm on this so far, but it's a precipice we are standing on.’  (20) 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/HighSchoolSurveyASDACT
mailto:juliab@autismaspergeract.com.au
mailto:enquiries@cg.catholic.edu.au
mailto:studentservices@act.gov.au
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 Identifying the professional services contacted by parents outside the school environment.  
The survey then asked the parents to identify and describe the main factors that would encourage 
the students to learn in the school environment and broke down these factors into five sections:  

1. physical and sensor factors,  
2. peer factors,  
3. staffing factors,  
4. community and  
5. parental supportive factors.  

 
The penultimate question asked, whether parents thought, that additional curriculum classes 
teaching ASD specific social skill training (i.e. Social Thinking and Social Anxiety strategies) would 
be useful for their child.  The final question asking for any additional information the respondent 
wished to include. 
 

Method of analysis  
 
A mixed method of analysis was used, developed from an academic literature review, policy and 
dialogue with ACT Education and Training Directorate.  The primary issues were raised through 
consultation feedback (AAACT support groups, counselling, general telephone enquiries) together 
with education professionals, and AAACT staff. 
Data Analysis was conducted on the Quantitative and Unstructured Data for Trend 
Identification.  This was then used during the Operational Analysis approach for identifying initial 
observations and comments.  A qualitative thematic analysis approach was applied with a "so 
what?" and "does it really mean anything?" second order analysis methodology to derive the final 
set of observations.   Analysis was done on a manual basis.  The analysis was assisted by survey 
monkey; excel and word. 
The survey had a generally narrow focus and data collection points.  The survey was reviewed by a 
number of association members together with the Directorate of Education and Training and 
Catholic Education Office - Archdiocese of Canberra and Goulburn representatives. 
 
The excel spreadsheet of the results is available.  
 
First order analysis of the results have been conducted and provided below along with discussion 
points for information to the AAACT membership and the Directorate of Education and Training 
and the Catholic Education Office - Archdiocese of Canberra and Goulburn representatives.  The 
report results have also been requested by Higher Educators Advancing Disability Standards - 
Universities online Project by Faculty of Education, University of Canberra. 
 
This is a Quick Look at the School Attendance Survey conducted by the Autism Asperger ACT Inc. 
(AAACT) community organisation.  It will provide some insight into the AAACT’s first glance at 
the survey.  AAACT is committed to improving the understanding of ASD within the local 
community.  It aims to provide support for those families through sharing the information AAACT 
has on this disability.  AAACT strives to achieve the best educational outcomes for children with 
autism, while seeking to better understand the causes of autism in a mutually supportive group.  
AAACT may develop a more detailed report on the survey but lacks the analysis skills and 
resources to make best use of the material gathered. 
Most of the students whose parents participated are diagnosed with Asperger or Higher 
Functioning Autism. 
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Results 
 
The primary theme from the survey respondents is the requirement for a better understanding 
(and a willingness to seek greater understanding) by the teachers and administrators. 
 
 
 
    
 
 

 
Schools that embrace this approach seem to have a greater success rate with ASD student parent 
satisfaction. 
 
 

 

 

Survey with AAACT Family Support Officer comments on the data points. 
 
Q1 If your child has a formal diagnosis, please circle appropriate response: 

Asperger (63%)/High Functioning Autism (17%)/Autism (7%)/PDD-NOS (5%)/ADHD 
(15%) 

Observations/Comments 
 The majority of participants are Aspergers or higher functioning Autistic children - Note 

this was the target audience.  The majority parents that contacted AAACT with their 
education concerns have Asperger diagnosed children.  On the ASD spectrum around 60 % 
have an Asperger, PDD-NOS diagnosis. (Chakrabarti, 2005) 

 5 children had a second neurological diagnosis, of ADHD. 

 2 children had a sole ADHD diagnosis 
 
Q2 What age is your child?  (Circle appropriate category) 
 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 

Observations/Comments 
 The age groups are fairly even across the high school ages, though a drop off in attendance 

at college was seen.  There is a suggestion that most have dropped out of the normal school 
process  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘Better focused support staff to meet his individual needs; better definition of safe zone 
(retreat); overall education of the staff community on ASD.’  (37) 

‘Specific training for staff including understanding of ASD; use of an ILP; development and 
implementation of positive behaviour plan; adapting curriculum; developing social and self 
advocacy skills.’  (41) 

‘We were given no options for the college system in the ACT. We were advised on Open nights, 
that this was the standard. Students needed to have an intellectual disability in order to qualify for 
any classroom assistance. There were no specific units to cater for her Aspergers. My daughter 
has since failed to fit into mainstream classes and is considering dropping out of school altogether 
due to the level of anxiety it causes her. She has since started having epileptic seizures again due 
to the stress and anxiety.’  (15) 

‘Having a school where the teachers are very open to feedback with parents and listen to 
them is essential.  Having parents and teachers and school as partners is Excellent! 
Specialist Disability School is fabulous for some children, like my daughter who feels 
comfortable with children who she thinks are like her.’ (21) 

 

‘CIT Access 10 program.’  (13) 
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Q3 Is your child enrolled in an education faculty? YES/NO 
 

If NO, What year did they complete before leaving the educational faculty? 

 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other_____ 

Observations/Comments 
 All but two are enrolled.  The two that are not, left in year 9. 

 
Q4 If YES, What school year is your child currently attending?   

(Circle appropriate) 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 
Observations/Comments 
 The representation is fairly even across years 7-10. 

 
Q5 Is your child attending a State, Catholic or Private School?
 STATE/PRIVATE/CATHOLIC/INDEPENDENT  (Circle appropriate category) 

Observations/Comments 
 80 percent are attending state schooling 

 8 percent are attending independent schooling 
 
Q6 Have you ever had to change your school to better suit your child’s needs? YES/NO       

Observations/Comments 
 56% of the students have changed school, noting that 78% of the students in 

Catholic/Independent schools have remained at the original school. 

 46% of those that have changed indicate the new school environment has a better learning 
environment 

 

 
 
 
Q7 Is your child in: (Tick appropriate category) 

o Mainstream with no Learning Support Assistant 

o Mainstream with Learning Support Assistant 

o Separate Learning Unit 

o Autism Specific Learning Unit 

o Homeschooled *  

o Distance Education* 

Two parent’s responses to taking the distance education option were, 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

‘I got to the point where my job was at risk due to the amount of time I had to take off.  Support 
services are few and far between and hard to access.  There is no support for parents who have 
difficulty getting their child up and dressed and transported to school.  My daughter refused to walk 
or ride to school by herself.  There was no direct bus service but she probably would refuse to use it 
anyway.  Ended up easier to just let her stay at home.  As to question 11, my daughter has not been 
to school at all this year (she should be in year 12). She only went for approx 4 weeks in 2011.’  (7) 

‘Switched from state to Private Montessori primary, followed by an out of area state high 
for a specialist performing arts program (in hopes of keeping her engaged).’  (5) 

‘I was tempted because the state school is very substandard but I thought that she needed social 
contact no matter how uncomfortable because it'll 'harden' her up for the real world of work.   And 
by the way, I think this questionnaire doesn't recognize that refusal to go to school can be refusal to 
get there on time.  My daughter has insomnia and is too tired and groggy to get up by 7.30am. She 
is almost always late for school and it creates a lot of tension.’  (25).  

 

‘I have not taken the distance or Home school option but have been sorely tempted on many 
occasions.  If I was to make that decision now, it would have to be because things are so bad in 
school that he would be better off learning at home - the circumstances would have to be extreme, 
because I value the social input and community building that school environments provide.’  (34) 
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Observations/Comments 
 42% are in mainstream with no Learning Support Assistant (LSA), indicating a high 

percentage is not getting additional support.  (2/3 of these students are in state schools.) 

 44% are in mainstream with LSA support, note - the survey did not investigate how much 
support was allocated per child. 

 The main reason given for persisting with main stream school is to provide social 
interactions for their child, even when the school was “sub standard”, did not provide a 
“flexible learning environment”.  

 One parent comments that:  
 
 
 
 
 
Q8  In the last 2 years has your child refused to go to school?   YES/NO 

Observations/Comments 
 78% indicated their child had refused to attend school 

 On the Amaze website – Absconding Individuals resource kit finds:  
 

“A major study in the US on children with an ASD found that in the order of 
50% of ASD children aged between 4 and 10; attempt to abscond at some stage. 
This is 4 times above the rate for children without an Autism Spectrum 
Disorder. Among children aged 7-10, one third abscond, which is 8 times the 
rate for neuro-typical children.  
Equally concerning was the lack of support provided to families. In many cases, 
families were actually blamed for their children absconding. Further, the 
research indicated that up to 60% of families avoid participating in certain 
activities as they are concerned their child may abscond. A further 40% 
indicated they lost sleep over the concern.” (Autism Victoria, 2012) 

 
Q9 How many days has your child been away from school? 
 This year (2012) -  _____ number of days  

Last year (2011) -  _____number of days 

Observations/Comments 
 These varied from a few days through to over 40 days (10 respondents) last year.  The 

figures are not reliable on several instances, one indicating 365 days for the year.   AAACT 
does not have the average figures for the education department, so cannot comment on 
whether these numbers are excessive. 

 19% indicated days off from school in 2012 (survey was ended week 5 of term II in 2012) 

 44% indicated days off from school in 2011 
 
Q10  In the 1st Term 2012 - How often did your child refuse to go to school?   

____  days per week 

____  days per month 

____  days per term 

 
 
 

‘The ACT Education Department do not recognize his needs and I still have issues with the 
school.  But in Vic the school are better laid out for the needs he need. So we are moving.’  (31) 
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Observations/Comments 
 Seven respondents indicated over 20 day’s refusal so far this year.  This is in keeping with 

the general anecdotal evidence that ASD student do no handle change well and can take 
extended periods to be “settled” at school. 

Identifying reasons for school refusal 
 
Q11 What are the prime reasons for your child’s school refusal behaviour?   

(Please tick to identify the appropriate reasons in each category) 
 

A)  A more desired activity such as, 
a. Meeting ‘Hanging Out’ with friends not at school 
b. Skateboarding/ bike riding skills development 
c. Computer – Gaming 
d. Special events – competitions/cultural or community events 
e. Parties 
f. Work to earn $$$ 
g. Volunteer work 

 
B) Avoiding certain situations 

a. Tests 
b. handing in homework assignments (or not) 
c. Physical Fitness Classes  
d. Excursions 
e. Unable to get along with teacher 
f. Unable to get along with peers 
g. Feeling ‘lost’ or ‘different’  
h. Changes to routine in school 
i. New teacher/learning support assistant 

 
C) To gain Parents' attention 

 
D) To gain Teachers' attention 

 
E) The child felt unsafe 

a. On the journey to or from school grounds 
b. Within the school grounds 
c. At recess or lunchtime (free play) 
d. In the classroom 

 
F) The child was worried about  a parent being unwell 

 
G) Family disturbance 

a. Family argument 
b. Death in the family 
c. Moving house 
d. Family celebration 
e. Jealousy about another member of family 
f. Lack of sleep 

 
H) Other Circumstances.  Please describe: 
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Observations/Comments 
 A number of respondents indicated multiple reasons for non attendance this was allowed in 

the survey construction. 

 The highest reason for non attendance is avoidance (71%).  Avoidance is usually in 
indication of high anxiety and there is a need to identify and address the cause(s) of anxiety.  
Therefore teachers and learning assistants should be provided training in this area. 

 Second highest reasons are changes to routine (53%) and lack of sleep (52%).   
o Changes to routine can be managed through maintaining stability for student as 

much as possible, together with managing and educating for change with the 
student. Therefore teacher and learning assistants need to be trained in this. 

o Lack of sleep can only be addressed at home.  Parents need to establish routine of 
putting students to bed early and remove stimulus to encourage sleep.  Late arrival at 
school might be managed through more flexibility from the school. 

 Other reasons indicated are Tests (39%), Handing in homework (39%), unable to get along 
with peers (39%), feeling lost or different (42%), and feeling unsafe (39%).  Bullying was 
mentioned by eight times throughout the survey.  Note – this word was not directly used 
within the survey. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Q12 Does your child have a recognised medical condition that may contribute to School Refusal?

  (Circle those appropriate) 
a. Menstrual issues 

b. Asthma 

c. Allergy 

d. Injury 

e. Other  - Please specify 

Observations/Comments 
 18 ASD students indicate an additional medical condition.  The highest number reporting 

an asthma condition. 
 
Q13 Does your child have a formal diagnosis of:  (Circle those applicable)  
 

a. Separation Anxiety Disorder (SAD) 

b. Societal Anxiety Disorder 

c. Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD) 

d. Oppositional Defiance Disorder (ODD) 

e. Bi-polar Disorder 

f. Phobias 

g. Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) 

h. Depression 

i. Other.  Please state diagnosis below. 

Observations/Comments 
 11 of 41 have some form of anxiety (83%) or depression (68%) formally diagnosed, alarming 

from such a young cohort.  It is very common for ASD children to have high anxiety and is a 
contributing factor to many of the schooling issues.  Management of these anxiety issues 

‘In primary school, after victim of bullying, we moved schools.  In later primary school, after social 
struggles and academic stress, we engaged a school psychologist.  She counselled my child and did 
an educational assessment which identified specific learning difficulties.  In high school, again 
engaged the school psych in year 8 and 9 for periods of refusal.  In year 11 I engaged the psych at 
school again and ultimately this time my child did not feel up to returning.  She is still enrolled and 
being counselled externally by a psych attached to the school - but still won’t go back.’  (5) 
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requires all parties to become involved.  High anxiety reduces the child’s ability to cope with 
change, peer pressure or sensory overload.  High anxiety invokes the flight, freeze 
(avoidance) or fight (aggressive) response. 
Mental Health is a significant concern.  It is hoped that one may learn from surveys, such 
as, in the Autism Spectrum Australia (ASPECT) 15 May, 2012 report on Asperger and High 
functioning adults, “We Belong”, states: 

 
“Over ¾ of respondent reported that they experience frequent worry or stress, 
and 70% identified as having a mental health condition.” (Autism Spectrum 
Australia, 2012) 

 
We need to learn from the past, for the sake of the next generation of school children 
and make sure a new future is created. 
In the report, Some Facts and Figures About Young People and Mental Illness; this would fall in 
line with the results stating. 

 
“Only one out of every four young persons with mental health problems had 
received professional health care. 
• Family doctors, school-based counsellors and paediatricians provide the 
services that are most frequently used by young people with mental health 
problems. Younger children (4-12) were more likely to visit paediatricians and 
family doctors, while older children were more likely to visit school-based 
counselling services. 
• Even among young people with the most severe mental health problems, only 
50% receive professional help. Parents reported that help was too expensive, 
didn't know where to get it, and that they thought they could manage on their 
own.” (Responsability, 2009) 

 
Australian Statistical data published in 2008 revealed that during a 12-month period,  7% of 
all Australian children and adolescents aged 0-17 were experiencing mental health 
problems. (Responsability, 2009) 

 
Q14 How did you respond on your child’s school refusal? 

Observations/Comments 
 The responses are quite varied but seem to fall into two categories: 

o Where parents appear to be flexible and patient, the welfare of the child is balanced 
with the need to get the child to school.  Most successful approaches include calming 
the child, persistence/consistency and collaboration with the school. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘We considered each event as it presented and its validity and when at its worst had him use the 
schools LSC to work on.’  (3) 

‘Initially I was concerned and allowed him to take the time off.  It then became a common occurrence 
that he didn't want to go to school.   We arranged a meeting with the Learning Support Coordinator 
at the school.’  (29) 

‘Tell him to go to school; Attempted to address his concerns; Attempted to discover underlying 
reasons from his teachers.  Contacted the school if the refusal could not be appropriately addressed 
and he remained home.’  (37) 

‘Have negotiated (at suggestion of psychologist) that he can nominate 1 day a week to have off.  He 
usually does homework on his day off!’ (36) 
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Where the parents’ exhibit signs of stress, they take a path of least resistance for the 
home environment and let the child stay at home.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Q15 How did the school respond to your child’s school refusal? 

Observations/Comments 
 30% of respondents indicated they did not get the level of support they were seeking.  This 

is an indication of satisfaction and not on whether the carer’s expectations were fair and 
reasonable.  The carers indicated that the schools: 

o Provided no support, 
o Were resistant to assist,  
o strict adherence to policy;  
o resource constrained;  
o did not "care"; or  
o not structured to help 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 17% of respondents indicated they were satisfied with the support, saying the school made 
reasonable attempts (or better) to assist with the situation. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

‘Took a lot of time off work to try and deal with it but eventually gave up and let her stay at home’  (7) 

‘I was sick but tried to get him to go to school but it was all too hard in the end so I let him stay home 
- he was worried about me and it would have stressed him more going to school.’  (6) 

‘Refusal in the form of truanting.  Missing for several hours on one occasion, called police, left work, 
hugely stressful, eventually turned up.’  (20) 

‘Sympathetic but no practical help.  School Counsellors, etc. didn't seem to know what to do & 
were just "generally supportive" of me.  Knew nothing of Distance Ed as an option - I did all the 
research.’  (16) 

‘Advised me that their responsibility was to inform patent that child had left school grounds and 
that any further action was up to me!!’  (20) 

‘They would normally pass it to me to come in and fix he issues, without any help from staff.  
Sometime resulting in him to come home to talk about it.  Then go back to school the next day to 
show him how to resolve the issue.’  (31) 

‘Very well - have an excellent rapport with the school.’  (12) 

‘They were sad about it and tried everything in their power to assist our child to feel positive 
about coming to school; many staff went well beyond their roles to help.  They supported us to 
the end, which we greatly appreciated.  We all realised that the structure of school in its 
present form didn't suit our child.’  (13) 

‘Supportive.  Try to make him feel more integrated at school.’  (28) 

‘I'm really frustrated and disappointed as they don't seem to care. My child is performing very 
well academically, so that isn't an issue.’  (36) 
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 The remaining respondents were classified as unknown.  (i.e. Insufficient information 
provided; some support provided but not to full satisfaction of parent, was slow to provide 
support). 

 
 
 
 
Q16  Did you approach professional services outside of the school environment to support your 
child’s school refusal? YES/NO 

Observations/Comments 
 54% sought professional assistance 

 
Q17 If YES, What were the services contacted? 

Observations/Comments 
 Services ranged from ACT Carers, CAHMS, Psychologists, Psychiatrists, paediatricians, 

social works, school counsellors, GPs, Human Rights Commission and the ACT Education 
Department. 

 
Q18  Were these services helpful? 

Observations/Comments 
 9 of 21 did not receive adequate support from Psychologists (5) and Counselling (3) 

 7 of 21 indicated adequate support from Carers ACT (3) and Psychologists (3) 

 5 of 21 are yet to see any effect from the support and are continuing 

 It would appear that counselling is ineffective for ASD Students and their families.  Further 
investigation is required to determine whether it is a lack of training/experience/capacity or 
too high an expectation from the carer. 

 The high number of poor satisfaction from Psychologists is disturbing and a further 
investigation is warranted. 

 11 of 32 respondent indicated they did not seek professional support.  The reason is unclear 
and further investigation is recommended. 

Steps towards creating a ‘student friendly’ environment 
 
Q19 What factors do you feel would help your child to learn in the school environment?  Please 

give details below: 
  
Physical and Sensor Factors 
88% of respondents reported that the physical environment provided by schools created a high 
incidence of sensory issues and heightened anxiety.  These can be combated through: 

1. Reduced class sizes (reduced movement and noise).  This appears not to be possible with 
the current school regimes.  Solutions exist in providing a quiet space (a safe environment) 
for which the student can retreat to.   

 
 
 
 

 
2. The teachers individually understanding the issues and solutions to Asperger/Autistic 

children school issues. 
 

 
 
 

‘Flexible attendance times.   Some counselling provided but counsellor quite ineffectual.’  (7) 

‘Teachers are still not aware of what students are processing by the time the students arrive for 
a new class and don’t give students enough processing time to negotiate class turnarounds.’  
(24) 

‘Safe and quiet retreat areas when overwhelmed.’  (13) 

‘Smaller quieter classes.’  (26) 
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3. Reduced lighting (no fluorescent lighting). 
4. Flexibility in class constructs.  Finding a position in the classroom that best suites the 

student, rather than conformity to rules and the comfort of the teacher. 
5. Flexibility in the operation of the class.  ASD students require additional time to process the 

information and the social experiences provided in the classroom. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Staffing factors e.g. levels of staff, specific staff skills, communication systems 
 
97 % of respondents thought additional support from educators in schools would help their child.  
It might be better to translate that into ASD students have learning difficulties for those subjects 
they are not engaged with (generally those revolving around understanding human emotions or 
with flexible problem solving requirements). 
Common carer requirements of teaching staff are: 

1. Consistency and permanency of teacher staff allocated to the ASD student.   
2. Competency/knowledge/experience of LSA for ASD students. 
3. Flexibility from the teacher in dealing with the student 
4. Empathy from the teacher in acknowledging the difficulties the student in experiencing 
5. More time for the ASD student to process information 
6. Application, implementation and follow through on ILPs 
7. Improved communication between the teaching staff and carer.  Most good results for the 

carers occur when there is good communication between the two groups.  When this falls 
down, it is sometimes the fault of the carer. 

8. Improved education and training for teachers on ASD.   
 
 
 
 
 
Peers factors e.g. friendship/social skills/ peer education on ASD 
 
81 % respondents think that peer factors contribute to creating a healthy school environment.  
ASD students generally have difficulty in making friends and usually have a goal of finding a small 
group of students that they interact with.  This reduces social interactions and minimise the stress 
of trying to understand the complication of many social interactions on a particular day.  Dr. Tony 
Attwood states that they also are generally more socially immature than their peers and 
susceptible to increased levels of bullying.  They are also open to being manipulated into doing 
socially inappropriate behaviour.  In the Autism Spectrum Australia (ASPECT) 15 May, 2012 
report on Asperger and High functioning adults, “We Belong”, states: 
 

“Likewise, it is clear that the scars of childhood bullying and social isolation run 
very deep for this (Asperger & High functioning individuals) group of adults.  
When reflecting of their time in education, over 70% of respondents recalled 
being bullied, having few or no friends, and/or a pervasive sense of ‘not fitting 
in.’”  

 
1. Many parents want school assistance in aiding their children to “get friends” in the school 

place.  This might be out of scope for teachers to do this but flexibility in supporting the 
ASD student maintain friends made is not.   

‘Later start time (not earlier than 10am).  Quiet & comfortable spaces - recess/lunch.   Low 
sensory environment. smaller, stable class - not moving form class to class every period.  
Alternatives to PE that are not 'threatening', choices for dignity.’  (16) 

‘A better whole school approach to understanding a student needs.  They say they understand and 
then do the opposite and create anxiety for the student NOT enough is being communicated to the 
whole staff environment.’  (24) 

‘Sensory Integration Dysfunction - lights/noise/people. Giving him breaks and chances to 
recuperate and restore after large amounts of sensory input.’  (34) 
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2. Social programs to increase the awareness of their peers to ASD 
 
 

 
3. Increased availability of clubs that can provide environments for social training.  Many 

carers would like to see social skills training for the ASD students. 
 
 
 
 
 
Parental factors, e.g. networking opportunities 
 
Parents indicated they would like: 

1. A parent network  (support group) within the school environment 
 
 
 

 
2. Better communication with the school (teaching staff and administration) when difficulties 

arose 
 
 
 
 

3. Better education program to inform the parents on how the School systems worked and 
what would be done to support their child 

 
Community factors, e.g. work experience, cultural experience: 
 
Most carers indicated that work experience that was focused towards the specific needs of the ASD 
student would be very beneficial.  The SPICE program was mentioned on several occasions. 
 

 

 

Q20 What are the main factors that will stop your child disengaging? 

Observations/Comments 
 
The final question of the survey provided an opportunity for carers to identify their main “gripe” 
with the education system/process.  The responses generally indicate the lack of communication 
(both ways) between the school/teacher(s) and carer.   
 
Common themes that underlie the respondents are: 
 
Carer: - Not being listened to 
   
School  - Inflexible school administration 

- They can only do so much.   

‘There should be education for peers in schools about Aspergers, but from an experienced social 
worker.  It should be compulsory for teachers to do courses and updates each year.’  (8) 

‘Integrate students with mainstream students in smaller ways, such as, chess or art groups that may 
operate in the scheduled break times.   Mainstream students who are aware of our children’s needs 
and wish to participate and give them some dedicated time.’  (15) 

‘More social skills training.  Peer support programs.  Buddy systems. Regular sessions with pastoral 
care/school counsellor. ‘ (34) 

‘Parental networking is essential and if can engage the school through counsellor or appropriate 
person, would be useful to all.  Our school had a private parent group that shared info and was in 
touch w/a school staff member.’  (13) 

‘Information session for ALL parents about ASD so that her friends' parents understand better and may 
include her more in social activities like play dates and parties.’  (14) 

‘Work experience is critical; the SPICE program was wonderful in starting our child into the working 
world.’  (13) 
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- They are resource constrained (under funded and under staffed). 
- The teachers are simply not good enough or lack experience/knowledge to get the 

   best outcome for my child. 
 
 
Advice parents/carers can provide to the education systems to reduce school 
absenteeism are: 
 

1. Reduce sensory overload. 
2. Develop an environment the ASD student feels safe in. 
3. Engaging with the ASD student (they can become bored easily, overwhelmed with new 

material, just not interested in the subject). 
4. Allowing additional processing time. 
5. Recognising when the ASD student has had enough and provide a quiet area for him/her to 

de-stress/reduce anxiety. 
6. Flexibility in the learning process. 
7. Social skills programs. 
8. General education of the larger student and teacher body. 
9. Put the effort in, these kids are worth it. 

 
Q21 Would you like additional ASD specific social skill training (i.e. Social Thinking and Social 

Anxiety strategies) included in the curriculum?  YES/NO 
Observations/Comments 
 38 of 41 respondents indicated the need for additional ASD social skills training.  This is 

supported by a range of comments throughout the survey. The majority of parents are in 
favour of additional social skill training to be conducted at school. 

 

If you have any additional information you would like to share, please add below:  
 
The entire responses are provided below in an un-attributable manner so as to get the flavour of 
the respondents.  Reviewing their comments you can get their sense of frustration with an 
education system that is either unable to, or unwilling to provide opportunities to provide a 
general inclusive education policy. 
 
There are persistent threads on:  

o The teachers not being adequately trained or mentored in dealing with “difficult” children 
(not just ASD students); 

o The parents not being sufficiently informed to make a confident decision on the future 
education of their child 

 
ASD is a spectrum disorder and there is no silver bullet.  Each student presents unique set of 
strength and challenges; there is a need to continually evolve engagement strategies to effectively 
educate this student classification.  Policy and policy implementation needs to be flexible and 
receive appropriate levels of funding to ensure these children get the knowledge and social 
education to make them effective members of society.  At the very least, make these ASD students 
future net contributors to society rather than net users of society’s resources.  Invest now in their 
education (12 years) or pay later with social services (50 – 70 years).   As one parent noted: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘I really believe there is a need for low sensory schools (especially smaller high schools). Too many children 
don't 'fit the system' & have probably gone into home schooling or distance Ed at great cost (time/energy) to 
parents + there is nothing suitable to try 'transitioning' back into anyway.’  (16) 
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Additional Information 
1. ‘My 15 year old has always had ASD traits but I was told by the psych who did the 

educational assessment in year 6 that she didn't believe she had ASD.  As another child of 
mine is currently being assessed for ASD, my 15 year old School Psych has reviewed her 
case and thinks ASD may be the underlying issue, with anxiety, social skill deficits and 
learning difficulties being outcomes.  Formal assessment will occur in the coming months.’ 

2. ‘I think they need to train the new teachers better on our kids ASD needs - the teachers that 
we have the problems with are all 1-3yrs out of college and they say they understand our 
kids but they don’t!!’ 

3. ‘Girls are different than boys.’ 
4. ‘My child doesn't refuse to go to school. Our child is very rules focused and he goes to school 

because that is the rule. I think society as a whole should be more accepting of differences 
whether that is ASD or social anxiety.’ 

5. ‘We have been very disheartened by the lack of help and assistance there is in choosing a 
suitable school for our daughter.  When she was in year 6 we attended an Asperger group to 
ask other parents for guidance, but were shut out as the other parents had boys with totally 
different issues or older children. ACT dept of education was of little assistance as were the 
principals of the relevant schools in our area. School for both us as parents and our 
daughter has been a constant uphill battle, just to get the help she is entitled to. The whole 
system is a joke, and surely there are enough students in my daughter’s shoes to warrant 
more support, assistants and units within some schools in all areas of Canberra.’ 

6. ‘We have insisted on school attendance to date and never given in to his demand to avoid 
school.  As he gets older its harder to insist and to have him comply. As the truanting option 
has now been tried.  The only reason it hasn't happened more is because we have had the 
capacity to stand firm on this so far, but it's a precipice we are standing on.’ 

7. ‘Schools seem to send their executive staff to Pd's and not the staff that are at the grass root 
level and the schools answer to this is FUNDING.’ 

8. ‘I think it might be helpful to have people with a similar disability who have had success in 
life to come into school and speak with the kids about their experiences. Give the kids 
someone to identify with so they have hope for their futures.’ 

9. ‘Bullying needs to be stamped out completely as these kids are the main target as they are 
vulnerable and exposed in playground & unsupervised situations.’ 

10. ‘High school seems to have made him worse, we managed more or less at primary.’ 

Policy 
 
The following policy guidance is offered as further information informing the report. 
 
‘In accordance with the Education Act 2004 (the Act) the education participation requirements 
include that:  

• Any child living in the ACT who is of compulsory education age (between 6 and 17 years 
old) must be enrolled with an education provider or registered for home education until 
they complete year 10.  
• Once a child has completed year 10, they must participate in an education option until 
they turn 17 or complete year 12, whichever happens first.’  (Department of Education and 
Training, 2011; Education Act 2004, 2012) 

 
The rationale behind the ACT curriculum policy states that,   
 ‘Student learning and development are at the centre of a school’s curriculum. The aim of 
curriculum is to develop students as learners and as people, empowering them with the 
knowledge, understandings, capabilities and values to participate as active members of their 
community and society.’ (ACT Department of Education and Training, 2009) 
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Conclusion/ recommendations 

 
Unfortunately, this brief survey’s findings echo the key findings of the “We Belong” (15 May, 2012) 
Autism Spectrum Australia (ASPECT) report, indicating a much broader societal problem for 
Autism than just the education system or social service for adults.  The “We Belong” report is 
focused on adults and some of its key findings state: 

 “The things that adults with AD (Asperger disorder) and HFA (High Functioning Autism) 
most hope for in the future are fulfilling employment, opportunities for social relationships, 
including if possible a life partner. 

 There is a strong perception within the AD and HFA population that autism is not well 
understood by society at large, 60 % of adults in the study want more support to explain the 
nature of their condition to other people.” 

 
The parents in the AAACT survey are asking for the school educators to address similar concerns.  
These school children represent a new generation, which a large majority remains misunderstood 
by the very community education system they find themselves forced to attend by law.    
 
This survey has barely scratched the surface of issues affecting autistic students (and students with 
general mental health issues) and yet the evidence is compelling that we, as a society, are failing to 
meet our obligations to a vulnerable component of primary, secondary and college student 
community.   To achieve the ANDS and DN agreement goal is to properly enable these students for 
increased economic and social participation in our communities. 
 
The survey further illustrates that we do not understand Autistic Spectrum Disorders sufficiently 
to develop effective long-term strategies for an inclusive education approach.  Therefore, strict 
adherence to policy guidelines for students on the ASD spectrum will result in poor educational 
outcomes for this component of the student body.  The education professionals and administration 
support staff require more flexibility, better understanding and training. 
 
The following recommendations are made by AAACT to the ACT Education and Training 
Directorate in relation to the observations of this survey: 
 

1. Further investigation into professional services to Autism, examining the quality and 
type of services offered/available to parents/carers of Autistic students. 

2. Further investigation into the quality of training and general education of the broad 
educational community into Autism and strategies for effectively engaging ASD students 
for an inclusive education approach.  Education community members include: 

 Teachers; 

 LSA staff; 

 School executive; 

 School administration; and 

 Policy makers. 
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