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Abstract
Parents whose autistic1 child’s needs are not met within mainstream schooling may seek alternative modes
of education, such as home or distance education. There is a paucity of research on the delivery of home
or distance education programs for autistic students. This study reports on the experiences of parents,
students and teachers in the inaugural year of Australia’s first hybrid distance education program (distance
education with parent/carers as supervisors) specifically designed for autistic students. Interviews
with eight parents, four students and two teachers gathered their perceptions of the program’s benefits,
challenges and suggestions for improvements. All parents, students and teachers reported positive overall
perceptions of and experiences in the program, and a range of outcomes for students and parents.
Flexibility was identified as a key benefit of the program. Challenges identified included a lack of
opportunities for students’ social interactions and the effort required of parents to support their child’s
participation. Additional longitudinal research is needed to determine the long-term impact of programs
of this type and to evaluate strategies for increasing student independence.
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There is substantial evidence indicating that for many autistic children and their families, main-
stream schooling is an unhappy and unsatisfactory experience (Roberts & Simpson, 2016). Studies
investigating the experiences of autistic students and/or their parents in mainstream schooling
report student and parent perceptions of a range of issues leading to a sense of exclusion and inad-
equate learning (Harrington, 2014; Kendall & Taylor, 2016; Tomlinson et al., 2020; Williams
et al., 2019).

Autistic students and parents cite a lack of appropriate teaching approaches and supports in main-
stream schooling as limiting the student’s capacity to access the curriculum and realise their academic
potential (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008; Tomlinson et al., 2020). It is unsurprising therefore that some
parents choose to remove their autistic child from mainstream schooling and seek alternative educa-
tional options, such as home education. In a recent review, five key motivations were identified: a
school’s lack of flexible and inclusive practices, school staff’s insufficient understanding of autism,
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1This article uses identify-first language (‘autistic person’) in line with the preferences of the autistic community as reported
in empirical studies, including studies with the autistic community (Kenny et al., 2016).
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the exclusionary nature of mainstream school, experiences of bullying, and their child’s subsequent
mental health issues (O’Hagan et al., 2021). Included in this review were the only two
Australian studies examining the experiences of mothers home educating their autistic children
(i.e., Kidd & Kaczmarek, 2010; McDonald & Lopes, 2014). While the decision to home educate
is not taken lightly, parents may feel that they have no other choice (Cheney & Bruck, 2017;
Kendall & Taylor, 2016; McDonald & Lopes, 2014) given the impact of mainstream schooling
on the wellbeing of their child (Danker et al., 2016). O’Hagan et al. (2021) found that parents
who homeschooled felt a sense of empowerment, enjoyed reduced family stress and reported
increased satisfaction with their child’s academic progress. However, they also experienced the
additional pressure and time constraints of being both parent and teacher, felt they received inad-
equate support in their home educator role, and had additional financial costs. Parents considered
the benefits had resulted from the individualised approach of in-home education, in addition to the
fewer social and sensory demands on their child in the home setting.

Given home-educating parents’ expressed need for additional support and respite in their role
as home teacher, educational models that can provide these, together with an individualised edu-
cation program in a setting free from sensory and social pressures, may provide an attractive alter-
native. One such option is distance education using interactive telecommunication systems (either
synchronous or asynchronous) to share information between the teacher and student, and teacher
and parent, whereby the educational program is designed and delivered by an institution, such as a
school, and students are geographically separated from the teaching staff (Schlosser & Simonson,
2010). The key feature distinguishing distance education from home education is that the primary
responsibility for designing and delivering the educational program and monitoring and assessing
student progress is with professional teaching staff, not the parent.

To date, only two small qualitative studies, one in Australia (McDonald & Lopes, 2014) and one
in the United States (Bryant, 2011) have examined the experiences of autistic students and their
parents in taking part in a distance education program. McDonald and Lopes (2014) reported on
the experiences of two families in a program (Schools of Isolated and Distance Education; SIDE)
that featured an individualised education plan, one-on-one teaching where required, adjustments
to student workloads, flexibility with deadlines for completion of work, and allowing students to
study at a time that suited their own situation. Students could visit the SIDE main school site a
number of times a week for social interaction with other students. Both families indicated that
these additional individualised services in combination with access to appropriately trained teach-
ers, the highly organised and flexible nature of the program and the social opportunities afforded
by the visits to the main school site provided valuable support for both student and parent.

Bryant (2011) examined the experiences of three gifted autistic high school students who enrolled
in a virtual academy, an online remote learning mode available in the United States, which also incor-
porates parental involvement. Students benefited from the ability to work at a comfortable pace, set a
schedule and control external factors, such as teacher and peer interactions. Parents reported that the
significant input required of them was integral to any success in the program. Bryant (2011) also noted
that opportunities for socialisation were limited.

In Australia, although education departments and private providers offer generic support for home
education and general support for students with disabilities, none provide autism-specific support.
Recognising the potential for an alternative to home education for autistic students in Australia, in
2020 Autism Spectrum Australia (Aspect), Australia’s largest provider of specialist autism schooling,
introduced a formal distance education program. To provide feedback on the first year of the Aspect
Distance Education Program’s (DEP) implementation and, given the paucity of research on the deliv-
ery of distance education programs for autistic students, the aim of this exploratory study was to assess
and report on the experiences of stakeholders in the program over a 1-year period. The research ques-
tions were as follows:
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1. What are the motivations of parents in enrolling their child in a distance education program for
autistic students?

2. What are the benefits, challenges and outcomes of a distance education program for autistic stu-
dents from the perspective of the participating parents, students and teachers?

Method
Recruitment and Consent

Following approval from the Macquarie University Human Research Ethics Committee (Approval
number 52020628514460), all 14 families with a child enrolled in Aspect’s DEP in 2020 and the
two teachers delivering the program were invited by email to participate in the study. A participant
information pack was included, providing information about the project, and an informed consent
form. Parents and teachers provided written consent for their own participation. Both teachers and
eight parents consented to participate. One of the parents had two children enrolled in the DEP.
Based on the advice of the teachers delivering the program as to which students had communication
skills that suited them to take part in an interview, parents of four students were asked to discuss the
research with their child to determine if the child wished to participate. Consequently, each of these
four parents provided written consent for their child to participate. In addition, at the time of interview
with a student, their verbal consent was obtained.

Participants

A total of eight parents (P), four students (S) and both teachers (T) took part in the study. Student age,
gender and cognitive assessment scores were obtained from school files, with parental consent. Eight of
the nine students were male and the age range of students as at the end of the school year was 10 to 13
years (M= 10.75 years). All students were enrolled in the primary school curriculum. Immediately
prior to joining Aspect’s DEP, four of the eight families were homeschooling their child with no sup-
port, three children were enrolled in mainstream schools (of which two were in a support class) and one
child was briefly enrolled in a distance education program coordinated by a local private school.
Cognitive assessments on file reported one student with an intellectual disability and eight students
with intellectual functioning within the broad average range.

Aspect’s DEP

Aspect’s DEP comprises online lessons and interactive activities, with students working at their own
pace to complete set learning activities, connect and collaborate with peers in a secure online environ-
ment, and participate in ‘offline’ set tasks under supervision from a teacher. Online lessons were either
small groups (four to five students) for the key learning areas of English, maths, science and history;
large group (all students) for morning registration, physical education, art and afternoon check; and
one-on-one sessions two to three times per week for each student, with the area covered dependent on
the individual students’ needs. During the time allocated for one-on-one sessions, students who were
not involved in the session engaged in set tasks offline. Students were grouped into two classes for key
learning areas based on the level of support they required. Individual learning programs were devel-
oped in collaboration with parents and external therapists and the students where possible and with
consideration of the student’s interests. Autism-specific goals and supports were incorporated into the
program, including a focus on social-emotional learning and social communication, use of visual sup-
ports, communication supports (e.g., Picture Exchange Communication System), and a range of sen-
sory supports.
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It was intended that all students would participate in a 3-day in-person residential session along
with the other students enrolled in the program in each of the four school terms. However, for the
school year reported on in this study, due to government restrictions on gatherings resulting from
the COVID-19 pandemic, in-person residential sessions were conducted only in Terms 1 and 4. In
Term 1, four of the students attended, and in Term 4, all nine students attended. The session for
Term 3 was run as a virtual event and the session for Term 2 was cancelled.

To be eligible for the DEP, a student must have a current diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder and
be geographically isolated or have individual circumstances preventing them from accessing an in-
person educational setting. A parent or adult support person must be willing and able to act as a super-
visor. In this role, they are required to supervise the student at all times during the school day, facilitate
learning through academic and emotional support, ensure the student follows the course developed by
the school and addresses the set tasks and experiences provided by the school, and liaise with the DEP
teacher regarding the student’s work and progress.

Data Collection

Interviews were semistructured using a schedule of set questions in a set order, while allowing the
participant during the interview to tell the researcher about any issue of interest or concern to
them. Interviews were conducted either via telephone or video call (Zoom) by a research assistant
with qualifications and experience as a school teacher, and were audio-recorded with the partici-
pant’s consent. Interview 1 was conducted during the first school term. Parents were asked ques-
tions about their motivation and expectations about the distance program (e.g., ‘Can you tell me a
little about your child’s experiences at school before now and what led you to enrol him/her in the
program’ and ‘Do you anticipate any particular benefits and challenges for you/your child as a
result of being in the program?’). Teachers were also asked about their expectations for the pro-
gram, for themselves and for the students (e.g., ‘What do you think might be the particular benefits
of a distance program for the students enrolled?’ and ‘Do you anticipate any particular
challenges?’). Interview 2 was conducted in the final school term of 2020 to elicit participants’ per-
spectives on their experience in the program, including their overall perceptions of the program
(e.g., ‘Did the program meet your expectations?’); any impact or outcome from the program, either
positive or negative, for either the parents or students (e.g., ‘Did the program result in any changes
for you/your child/the students over the course of the year?’); challenges they experienced in taking
part in the program; and suggestions for how the program could be improved. One parent took
part in Interview 1 only. Of the four students who participated, two students took part in Interview
1 and the other two students took part in Interview 2. Copies of the interview protocols are avail-
able from the fourth author on request.

Data Analysis

All interviews were transcribed by an independent transcription service and imported into NVivo 12
software (QSR International, 2020) for coding and analysis. A member of the research team read and
re-read all transcripts, hand coding to identify any content relating to the study’s research questions.
All other members of the research team read a sample of transcripts. The research team then met to
discuss and agree on a tentative coding framework. Using qualitative content analysis (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005), a member of the research team applied the tentative coding framework to first code
the data deductively into categories, and then used a constant comparative method (Corbin & Strauss,
2015) to iteratively regroup, merge, recode and subcode to identify tentative themes (Braun & Clarke,
2006). Both divergent and convergent views were actively sought, with participants’ perceptions con-
stantly compared for similarities and differences.
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Results
Parents’ Motivations for Enrolling

Two key themes were identified that related to parents’ reasons for enrolling their child in the Aspect
DEP: negative experiences of schooling and difficulties associated with homeschooling.

Negative experiences of schooling
Each of the eight parents who took part in the study reported that they had unsatisfactory and unhappy
experiences when their child had attended a school in person, either in mainstream classes in a main-
stream school (n= 6) or in a support unit in a mainstream school (n= 3). Five of the children had
attended two or more schools.

Parents described a lack of suitable supports for their child in mainstream classrooms, leading to a
lack of engagement in learning and behaviour issues. Other issues for their child were dealing with
sensory issues in the school environment (e.g., loud bells and sirens), coping with ongoing changes
in teachers and classrooms, and their social interactions with other mainstream students:

He did a short period of time in mainstream school with an aide, but it just didn’t work. He went to
a couple of different schools. Um, and, yeah, it just didn’t work for him. He was stressed all the
time. (P2)

For most of the children, these negative experiences in a traditional school had resulted in the parent
keeping their child away from school, at home. One parent described the struggle:

It got to the point where he was just refusing to go to school. He worked out that if I dragged him to
school and as soon as I let him go and he ran out the front gate, that they wouldn’t touch him. So it
just got to the point where he was just at home. (P1)

A student also expressed unhappiness about school: ‘I needed something new. Just, I needed to get
out of hell : : : Anything could be better than there’ (S2).

Difficulties associated with homeschooling
Parents who had been homeschooling their child reported that, although this was a better option than a
traditional school, one or more aspects of home education were difficult or unsatisfactory. This
included their own lack of professional teaching expertise; the time required of the parent to be
the homeschooling teacher, and the stress this placed on them and relationships in the family; and
the stress that being a home teacher placed on the parent–child relationship:

I found even when I was trying to do the distance education with him, he didn’t— he thought I was
making it more difficult for him, if that makes sense. He thought that I was asking more of him than
what was required. But I wasn’t. I was trying to show him how to do things properly. But I guess
because it’s mum they kind of, yeah, he takes instruction better from someone else than he does from
me. (P7)

Two families whose child had been enrolled in a mainstream school prior to the DEP had been
considering homeschooling their child, but the parents had not felt confident in their ability to under-
take this: ‘ : : : that’s why I decided to sign up for a distance education because I’m not a teacher. So it is
really hard to do homeschooling without a background of a teacher and the knowledge that they
have’ (P3).
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Program Experiences: Benefits and Challenges

Three themes were identified in the participants’ assessments of their experiences in the program,
which encompassed both the benefits and challenges they perceived: overall, a positive experience; flex-
ibility and an individualised learning program; and level of parental involvement.

Overall, a positive experience
All parents and students who were interviewed and both teachers reported positively about their overall
perception of, and experience in, the program. P1 commented, ‘It’s been amazing really. : : : My hus-
band and I have seen the benefits so much’. One of the students interviewed described all aspects of the
program as positive:

Everything was really, really, really good. : : : I like everything in the school. I can’t begin to explain
how much I like the place. I’d stick with it for the rest of my life. : : : There’s nothing I didn’t like and
basically I liked — honestly, nothing went wrong. It was all — everything was great. (S3)

One of the two teachers described the program as a success: ‘Overall, I definitely think we’ve hit the
nail on the head with this program. I think it’s wonderful. : : : I think it’s just been really success-
ful’ (T2).

All parents and students interviewed reported that being in the program was better than the stu-
dent’s schooling experience prior to joining the program, with one parent commenting, ‘I knew it was
going to be better than what we were doing, and it has been. It’s an improvement, definitely’ (P7), and a
student commenting that ‘I think it’s nicer than being homeschooled’ (S1).

Flexibility and an individualised learning program
In general, participants viewed the adaptation of the program to each individual student’s needs as a
positive feature of the program and considered that it had enabled improved student engagement and
learning. As stated by one student, ‘It’s like they understand us more than anyone else’ (S2).

Some participants noted the benefit of having the student’s work set to suit their own pace and level:
‘They do give him the work, but they also don’t overwork him as well to the point where he starts
getting stressed out and doesn’t want to do it anymore’ (P7). Others noted that the physical/sensory
comfort of being in their own home environment and lack of distraction from other students also
enabled improved student engagement and learning.

Teachers and parents reported that the flexibility of scheduling activities in the program allowed
students to work individually and engage with group classes at times that suited them, and to attend
therapy appointments: ‘Having that flexibility has really, really helped and helped as a family unit too.
Yeah, like you’ve been able to still have a routine around the whole family with it, if that makes
sense’ (P3).

The level of student–teacher interaction and communication provided in the program was viewed as
enabling teachers to closely and directly monitor the student’s progress with their work and thus adapt
the program to the student’s needs:

His teacher will message him, and he’ll message her and ring— he’ll ring her, or she’ll ring him if he
needs help. She’s great. If he’s stuck on something, she actually gets him to choose something to work
through with her. Because a lot of the time she was asking him if he needed help and he’ll say no just
because he wants to just quickly do his work and get it over with. I think she realised that, so now she
gets him to pick something. He has to pick something to work with her through, which is really
good. (P7)

66 Kaaren Haas et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2022.2 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jsi.2022.2


However, both teachers reported that they had experienced a number of challenges when individu-
alising the learning program for each student to provide flexibility. This included judging the right level
and right amount of work to give to a student; incorporating a student’s interests into activities for the
student; not being physically with the student when implementing an activity, a strategy or approach to
help the student but instead relying on the parent to implement; and communication with parents
about the student’s level and amount of work:

You send all the activities and things and mums and dads do them with the kids. For the parents to
then say at the end of the week, Oh, those activities were too hard. Why didn’t you tell me— like you
check in with them every day. (T2)

The teachers also reported difficulties in fitting in all the work needed to deliver an individualised
program for each student, compared with the amount of the work required of them in a typical class-
room. This included fitting in one-on-one meetings with all students who needed them, the amount of
work and time required to mark students’ work, and the amount of work required to customise learn-
ing programs to meet the students’ needs:

Marking is a lot, where marking in the past wasn’t such a big deal : : : But now, these students want
to know how they’ve done. So they want to know — they want it all marked and sent back and so
that they can see what their results are. (T1)

Level of parental involvement
Parents indicated that the level of their involvement in their child’s schoolwork played a significant role
in their experience in the program. Some parents reported that their close involvement was essential for
their child’s participation in the program. This was particularly so for those students who had diffi-
culties with being organised, planning their work, or setting their own routine: ‘I mean, these kids can’t
— I mean, [he] can’t find his pencil. So to think that he’s going to be able to manage his own workload,
that’s just not going to happen’ (P1).

Some parents also noted that their close involvement was essential for getting the student to engage
in the schoolwork, and stay on task and not get distracted, keeping track that their child was doing the
schoolwork required of them, and knowing when the schoolwork may be too difficult for their child:

For me the challenge is knowing that he’s doing what he’s meant to be doing, that’s the only thing.
I have to keep checking. I get him to show me the list that [the teacher] has done up, the stuff that he
has to do and when he has to clock on. (P5)

Some parents valued the involvement they were able to have with their child’s schoolwork because it
enabled the parent to clearly see the level that their child was working at, and the child’s strengths,
needs and challenges. Both teachers reported that when parents had been able to be involved as part-
ners in the teaching role, it had worked well. On the other hand, one parent who had previously been
homeschooling her child was very relieved to be able to hand the teaching responsibility to a profes-
sional teacher, which had the consequent benefit of an improved relationship with her child and less
stress on her and the family.

Some parents described the experience as being hard work or difficult but related that this effort had
been worth it for the improved outcomes that the program had provided:

It has been a really hard year. I’m not going to tell anyone it’s been easy. It has been hard— just as
hard as it was last year but it’s rewarding and that’s the difference. It is hard work but when you see
the benefits of where he’s come from in 12 months, you wouldn’t believe it. (P1)
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Outcomes

Three themes were identified in parents’ and teachers’ descriptions about the outcomes from partici-
pating in the program: student engagement and learning, mental health and emotional wellbeing, and
opportunities for students’ social interactions.

Student engagement and learning
Parents reported that the program had resulted in their child showing greater and/or positive engage-
ment with their schoolwork, and this was also reflected in students’ comments about their schoolwork:
‘It’s a bit harder, which I like, since I’m— I’m actually learning something’ (S3). One teacher suggested
that the degree of student engagement was dependent on whether the student actively chose to be in the
program.

Six of the parents interviewed and both teachers also reported positive outcomes for student learn-
ing and academic progress. One parent said, ‘So he’s been able to academically thrive. : : : last year, he
wouldn’t go into the school library. He’s now reading whole novels’ (P1). One teacher reported that
although academic progress had been positive for most students in the program, a few students had not
progressed academically.

Participants gave mixed reports regarding a student becoming an independent learner in the pro-
gram. One teacher considered that the program was enabling some students to learn independently of
their parents, one parent reported needing to find the right balance between supporting the student and
allowing the student to work independently, and another parent reported that a disadvantage was that
their child had become more dependent on a parent’s presence to support the student’s participation:

He’s always around me. So, even if he’s answering a question or something online, he’ll look at me
before he answers. It’s like he’s trying to — he needs that validation because he’s so used to having
me there all the time. (P3)

In discussing the students’ engagement and learning, one parent and both teachers commented on
the type of student best suited to take part in the program. The parent reported that they would advise
other parents that the program would be especially challenging for any student who had difficulty with
learning. The teachers considered that students best suited to the program were those whose learning is
hindered greatly when in a typical classroom setting, who have a clear vision for what they want to do
in the future and how they want to learn, or who chose to be in the program and wanted or preferred to
learn in this distance mode.

Mental health and emotional wellbeing
Six of the parents interviewed and both teachers reported positive outcomes for students’ mental
health. One teacher noted, ‘I think a lot of, like, a lot of our students learning from home, their anxiety
has reduced a lot’ (T2), and a parent said,

So because he’s had the time to be able to go to all those appointments and work on all those extra
things, and not be exhausted, his emotional development has come a long way — you know, his
mental health has improved. (P1)

Parents also reported that their child’s behaviour had improved as a direct result of their participa-
tion in the program:

Overall, the behaviour is better : : : his own behaviour is improving. It’s not perfect and no child is
going to be perfect, but his own, I guess, self-awareness and his own self-control has improved, which
then that flows on to the rest of the family too. (P3)
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However, one parent reported that the amount of time her child now spent on screen to take part in
the program had disturbed the child’s sleep patterns.

Reported outcomes for parent wellbeing were mixed. Some parents reported that the program had
in some way meant less stress or anxiety for them: ‘In terms of the stress that I used to have, I don’t have
this stress anymore’ (P6). However, others reported either being exhausted, having no downtime, or
feeling burdened by the amount of time and effort required of them: ‘Every day was — like I was
exhausted and I still am exhausted. : : : I mean, I don’t have a life [laughs]. I don’t get a break’
(P1). One of the teachers noted the amount of pressure that the program had placed on parents.

One parent reported wanting to give up in the initial weeks of the program, but had stayed on and,
although still finding the load to be difficult, at the end of 2020 considered that for the benefits gained it
was worth the effort and had subsequently enrolled a second child in the program. This parent sug-
gested that they would advise any parent who was considering enrolling their child in the program to be
aware of the commitment required of them as the home teacher.

Another parent reported considering not continuing with the program after the next school term, as
she had found it to be very isolating for herself, with no respite from assisting her child with the school-
work and needing to find more time to undertake her paid work. Both parents suggested the need for
some form of additional support or respite for parents in the home teacher role. One parent suggested
that others (such as family members or paid employees) could be trained so that they could take on the
home teacher role if the parent was unable to for some reason. This parent noted that this would also be
beneficial by decreasing the student’s dependency on her alone as the home teacher.

Both teachers acknowledged that for some parents, the pressure and effort required had been stress-
ful and challenging, particularly to perform and balance the dual roles of parent and home teacher.
Teachers also noted that parents with more than one child enrolled in the program may have found
it challenging as they juggled their attention and workload between the two students.

Some parents and one teacher reported that the students’ participation in the program had relieved
some stress from the wider family:

It’s taken a big stress off all of us because of the tension between [S] and I having to be teacher and
mother, that was obviously affecting everyone. My husband was finding it really challenging as well
and he said to me, look, maybe we have to send him back to school because it’s just not working,
what we were doing before. My other son was missing out on having that time with me to help him
with his schoolwork. It’s yeah, just having [S] taken care of with them has helped all of us. It’s taken
a big stress off the whole family. (P7)

Two parents reported particular instances where a student’s wider family had been impacted nega-
tively: ‘My partner’s working seven days a week because I’m not at work. It’s not a great situation. It
takes its toll — it does take its toll as far as that goes’ (P8).

Opportunities for students’ social interactions
Reported outcomes for students’ social interactions with other students were mixed. Some parents and
students reported that compared to other educational settings, the program had provided more oppor-
tunities for the student to socialise with other students and make friends, and two parents reported that
the program had helped their child to practise and improve their social skills:

The bizarre thing is, he’s actually made great friends. He knows all the kids really well. So socially,
it’s been fantastic and he’s so excited going up and catching up with the kids again. They play on the
computer every day, after school together. Often, even in the school holidays, they’ve caught up on
the computer as well. (P1)
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One student reported better friendships: ‘I had a few friends, but it wasn’t as good as my friends
right now’ (S2). Both teachers reported observing positive social interactions and friendships in the
program’s online environment. However, other parents and one teacher noted that students were miss-
ing out of the benefits of face-to-face interactions with peers:

They don’t have the social interactions as what you do in a typical playground or school setting as
such. And I think most of these kids would have play dates and stuff if they were in a school — like
an actual school setting. (T2)

Parents suggested the program could include more opportunities for students to have regular face-
to-face interactions with peers, although it should be noted one face-to-face residential was cancelled
and one was converted to online due to COVID-19. Nevertheless, parents suggested a number of ways
that face-to-face interaction could be increased, including opportunities for social/recreational activi-
ties that fitted within the program’s curriculum, such as art or physical exercise and sport, either with
students in the Aspect DEP who lived within a local area or, alternatively, DEP students could be
included in face-to-face activities or outings with students from a local Aspect school or class.

Other Challenges

It is worthwhile noting that although the program was delivered during the COVID-19 pandemic,
including a period of lockdown, the only negative impact associated with COVID-19 restrictions noted
by participants was the inability of the program to provide an in-person residential week for two of the
four school terms. One teacher reported that an additional challenge had been posed by technology
issues in the home environment, which were out of the teacher’s control, and one parent mentioned
difficulties with computer breakdowns.

Discussion
Motivations for Enrolling

Although in the general population parents may choose home education for ideological reasons
(Morton, 2010), parents of autistic children generally appear to opt for homeschooling as a ‘last resort’
when school has failed to meet their child’s needs. This was clearly the case in the present study. All
families indicated their decision to enrol in distance education was a last resort. Reasons for withdraw-
ing children from conventional school revolved primarily around perceived inadequacies in the school
system to address student needs and lack of suitable supports. These issues were viewed as adversely
affecting child emotional health, resulting in anxiety, challenging behaviour, and school refusal in some
instances. These findings are broadly consistent with previous research on autistic students specifically
(Kidd & Kaczmarek, 2010; McDonald & Lopes, 2014) and students with disability more generally
(Arora, 2006; Kendall & Taylor, 2016; Morton, 2010).

While there has certainly been an increasing focus on inclusion in Australia over the past several
decades, there is evidence that adjustments to accommodate students have generally involved minimal
changes to teaching practices (Carter et al., 2021; Shaddock et al., 2007). The results of the present study
indicate that for a subsample of students on the autism spectrum, schools have clearly failed to ade-
quately accommodate their needs in the view of parents. Similar findings for Australian schools have
been reported by Kidd and Kaczmarek (2010). Specific issues that were reported as being not ade-
quately addressed included sensory sensitivities, difficulty coping with change and difficulty with social
interaction. These represent areas in which schools should pay particular attention, given practical
evidence-based strategies are available to address a number of these issues (e.g., Flynn & Healy,
2012; Sterling-Turner & Jordan, 2007).
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It is worth noting that in the current study five of the eight families had previously enrolled in home-
schooling options but found them unsatisfactory for a variety of reasons, including their own lack of
professional expertise and difficulty simultaneously coping with both parent and teacher roles. The
Aspect DEP offered a number of features that may have addressed these concerns, including a struc-
tured learning program designed and delivered by expert professional teachers who took responsibility
for the child’s learning, a structured school day, individualised learning plans and opportunities for
their child to have social contact with other students and build friendships. Several of the parents inter-
viewed by Kidd and Kaczmarek (2010), especially those who felt they had no other choice but to home-
school, reported that they would have benefited from educational support for homeschooling.

One challenging issue for the Aspect DEP is the question of possible reintegration of students into
conventional schooling options. Given the history of the students and the active choice of families to
pursue distance education, this may not be an option that parents or students would be willing to con-
sider. Where families are willing to consider such an option, the issue of how such reintegration would
be supported needs to be examined.

Benefits, Challenges and Outcomes

Participants offered overall positive views on the program. In particular, the degree of flexibility was a
key theme. This included flexibility in allowing students to work at their own pace and level, in the
management of sensory issues and in scheduling. Kidd and Kaczmarek (2010) also reported that
parents found flexibility in homeschooling to be a benefit. Flexibility was also a key issue identified
by McDonald and Lopes (2014) for students supported within a distance education program.
Another key benefit in the present research identified by parents was the level of teacher involvement
with students, although this did come at the cost of high workloads reported by teachers. That parents
clearly valued the support and individualised program development of the teachers contrasts with the
findings of Kidd and Kaczmarek (2010), who reported a lack of adequate educative support of parents
who undertook more conventional homeschooling.

A number of challenges were noted by parents. In particular, the level of parent involvement and
time commitment was a challenge for some families, especially where children were not self-organised
and needed monitoring to stay engaged in tasks. This contributed to reported increases in family stress
for some participants, consistent with the findings of McDonald and Lopes (2014), where families
homeschooled children with access to an educational support service. Although the Aspect DEP is
a distance education program with educational delivery by specialist teachers, given the nature of
the students, the level of commitment by parents was necessarily greater than might be expected of
parents of typically developing students.

In most cases, students were reported as more engaged, their learning increased, and improvements
were noted in behaviour and mental health, which is consistent with prior research (see O’Hagan et al.,
2021), but findings were more mixed with regard to students becoming independent learners. While
some students developed friendships through online exchanges and improvements in social skills were
observed, there was also the view of some parents that students may be missing out on the opportunity
for face-to-face interactions. Only two of the planned four residential sessions for the Aspect DEP were
run as a result of COVID-19-related restrictions and attendance was incomplete. The extent to which
concerns regarding opportunities to develop face-to-face relationships would be addressed by the addi-
tional residential sessions is unknown. Regardless, parents offered a number of suggestions to improve
opportunities for social interaction that are worthy of consideration, including face-to-face activities
with other Aspect DEP students in their local area.

Limitations and Future Research

There are a number of limitations of the current study that should be acknowledged. The sample size
was small and this precluded substantive examination of the influence of previous educational
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experience (e.g., past homeschooling versus alternative distance education programs) on participant
perspectives on the Aspect DEP. Exploration of these issues may be possible with larger-scale research.

A qualitative approach was appropriate for this initial exploratory study of the Aspect DEP model.
Nevertheless, qualitative research has limited generalisability and causal effects cannot be inferred.
Consequently, larger-scale quantitative longitudinal studies using objective measures would be
appropriate in future to examine the long-term impact of the program on student learning, behaviour,
wellbeing, and family stress. In particular, exploration of differential outcomes between traditional
homeschooling and autism-specific distance education options would be of importance.

For some families in the current study, stress was exacerbated by the program-associated time com-
mitment of parents, particularly for students who had difficulty with organisational skills or ability to
work on tasks independently. A range of strategies to assist students to develop organisational and self-
management skills, including on-task behaviour (e.g., Carr et al., 2014; Southall & Gast, 2011), have
been developed and researched, but not in the specific context of distance education. An important
future focus of the Aspect DEP could be to develop and evaluate the effectiveness of distance imple-
mentation of interventions to improve self-management and task-related behaviour. This has the
potential to increase the independence of students, decrease parental time commitment, and reduce
family stress.

O’Hagan et al. (2021) have recommended that autistic students be included in future research on
home education options. In the current study, students were included where this was judged appro-
priate by teaching staff. The participating students offered some contributions, but these were generally
brief and limited. Strategies should be considered to enhance the quality and quantity of student voice.
For example, more regular interviews or audio diaries from students may offer additional insights into
their experiences of the program.

Conclusion
The present study provides preliminary evidence on the possible outcomes, benefits and challenges of a
distance education model from the perspective of teachers, parents and autistic students. Long-term
studies will be required to further explore the potential outcomes and benefits identified as well as
develop strategies to address the challenges.
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