Questions About
Autism Spectrum

Disorders (ASD)

1 | What Is ASD and How Do the Core Areas of
Impairment Affect Students in a Traditional
School Setting?

Autism Spectrum Disorder

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurobiological impairment
that impacts a child’s development. The disability can be present
from birth, with some of the symptoms being recognized by
twelve months of age. These earliest symptoms include limited eye
contact or failure to look at the eyes and faces of others, limited
response to their name and to the social gestures of others, and
impaired imitation of both sound and actions.! Other children with
ASD appear to have a typical pattern of early development with a
fairly sudden onset of symptoms and a loss of skills, including loss
of words, eye contact, and play skills. This regressive subtype often
becomes symptomatic between eighteen to twenty-four months of age.
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The average age of diagnosis for Autistic Disorder is three years
of age, but often individuals with fewer autistic symptoms, such as
those with Pervasive Developmental Disorder—Not Otherwise
Specified (PDD-NOS), or those with Asperger’s Syndrome (AS),
considered the highest functioning on the Autism Spectrum, are
diagnosed much later. The average age of diagnosis for Asperger’s
Syndrome is eight to twelve years of age and is very often a second
or third diagnostic label given to a child with the disability.
Disorders such as Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), Obsessive
Compulsive Disorder (OCD), or other Behavioral Disorders,
including Conduct Disorder (CD) and Oppositional Defiant Dis-
order (ODD), are often assigned first, typically by professionals
who lack an understanding of ASD.

Autism is referred to as a “spectrum disorder” because of the
wide variability of functioning seen in individuals with the disabil-
ity. The core areas that are impaired in ASD are communication
and socialization skills. An additional area that is affected is restric-
tive and repetitive patterns of behavior. People with ASD may
engage in self-stimulating behaviors such as spinning or rocking or
repetitious routines such as lining things up or insisting that things
be done in a very specific order. Children with Asperger’s Syndrome
(AS) are often highly verbal, but tend to use unusual language and
may perseverate on one specific topic or have an intense area of
interest. Children with classic Autistic Disorder have a delay in the
development of spoken language and often use echolalic or repeti-
tive speech or they may remain nonverbal, having no way to com-
municate basic needs and desires except through their behavior.

It is generally accepted that children with ASD face varying
levels of challenges processing sensory information.” The literature
reports that people with ASD process sensory experiences differ-
ently from people who do not have ASD.? It is estimated that
around two-thirds of children with ASD also have significant
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sensory processing issues that impact their ability to function in
one or more life-skill domains. Many with ASD experience a high
sensitivity to touch, sound, light, or movement that results in
behavioral refusal and avoidance of a variety of situations and
activities. Most children develop a set of protective responses,
including covering their ears, actively moving away from or avoid-
ing people, or avoiding highly stimulating settings. Some develop
coping skills to get through “overstimulating” activities, but may
eventually act out or become exhausted by their efforts. This
exhaustion looks like complete shutdown, where the individual
will not respond even to activities they know how to perform.

Impacts in Traditional School Settings

Traditional school settings are usually highly active and interactive
environments. People with ASD face many challenges tolerating
and coping with the sensory stimulation. They are also challenged
with recognizing, interpreting, and responding to social situations;
understanding all the facets of the academic task demands; and
processing a great deal of verbal communication. For students with
ASD, traditional school settings may feel like being in rush-hour
traffic in a strange city, on a rainy day with the dog barking in the
backseat. While this is possible, it is also exhausting!

People with ASD have high verbal skills and average to above-
average intelligence as measured on standardized IQ tests. They tend
to have relative strengths in many academic areas, including decod-
ing (many are hyperlexic or self-taught readers), math calculation
(some becoming brilliant mathematicians, engineers, or physicists),
and other academic areas that require memorization or implemen-
tation of rules and procedures. These same individuals have extreme
impairments in using and understanding nonverbal communica-
tion, in recognizing and responding to their emotions or the
emotions of others, and in taking other people’s perspectives and
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responding in socially appropriate ways. They may also be highly
rigid in their thinking and behavior and respond inappropriately to
a change in routine or a new expectation.

Although individuals with ASD may have excellent vocabulary
skills, they also tend to interpret language literally. This often
results in problems interpreting what other people mean in their
everyday speech. For example, the teacher might say, “Everyone
take your seat.” The student with ASD might respond with “Take it
where?” This is not noncompliance or sarcasm. The student with
ASD interprets the instruction in the literal sense and may make a
mistake in his attempt to follow the teacher’s direction. Teachers
who do not understand the nature of this disability might misin-
terpret the student’s behavior and assume that the student is being
willful, oppositional, or comical. The more frequently these “mis-
communications” occur, the more anxious the student may
become. He may spend a great deal of time during the school day
attempting to interpret the teacher’s instructions or the comments
and slang words or phrases used by peers.

Academic areas that require mental flexibility, problem solving,
prediction, and perspective taking are a struggle for individuals
with ASD. Many do very well in school until the curriculum shifts
at around third grade. Up until that point, the focus of learning
is on facts and procedures, which are a relative strength for these
learners. At around third grade, students are expected to engage in
more complex learning, which includes making predictions, mak-
ing inferences, and solving complex problems. Once this shift
occurs, many students with ASD begin to fall behind or become
increasingly frustrated with school and homework.

Challenges in Middle School and High School

Another shift that is very challenging for those with ASD occurs in
the late elementary grades and middle school. Teachers begin to
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expect students to maintain the organization of their own work
space, materials, and assignments.

In the early grades, teachers provide a high level of organiza-
tional structure and support. This is accomplished through class-
room design, such as having learning centers where materials are
all prepared in advance and ready for students to use when they
arrive at the center. Teachers also provide a highly predictable and
structured schedule that includes regular routines each day, home-
work packets that are broken up over the week, regular standing
tests, and activity times. The teachers will lead their students
through complex assignments like book reports by breaking them
into manageable chunks, providing explicit step-by-step proce-
dures, and listing student expectations. These strategies provide
students with ASD the physical, temporal, and cerebral organiza-
tional structure that they need to succeed. Given that students
with ASD lack the hardwired organizational skills, also called
executive functioning capabilities, to manage their own physical
and cerebral organization, the highly structured environment,
predictable schedule, and orderly presentation of assignments are
critical for students with ASD.

In contrast, when students reach the later elementary grades and
middle-school years, the teacher’s expectation is that the student
has the ability to manage his own physical space and assignments.
The teacher assumes that the student has developed the skills to
organize his desk, locker, backpack, and his own assignments such
as homework, reading, research, reports, and test preparation with-
out additional teacher direction. Teachers also expect the student
to manage his own time by using downtime for studying, organiz-
ing himself, and preparing for upcoming events or assignments.
School can quickly become overwhelming for a student with ASD
or for any student who does not have highly developed organiza-
tional skills or the executive functioning capabilities to manage
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these organizational processes. Executive functioning will be dis-
cussed in greater detail in Chapter Four, Question 13.

Impacts of Fine and Gross Motor Challenges

Many students with ASD struggle with motor coordination,
including the gross motor skills that are required for sports and
PE., as well as the fine motor skills that are required for handwrit-
ing. The expectation that students in traditional education pro-
grams will participate in group sports puts social and performance
pressures on those with ASD who struggle with social skills and
motor coordination. Physical education classes and recess can be
very stressful times for students with ASD. These are also time peri-
ods where students with ASD can be victimized or teased relent-
lessly for their lack of physical prowess or for their quirky behaviors.

The fine motor demands of writing that are expected in tradi-
tional schools and the rigid nature of the schedule, where a great
deal of written output is expected within a short period of time,
are also a high source of stress and oftentimes failure. When pro-
vided with an alternative form of output, such as keyboarding or
dictation, students with ASD can perform quite well. These accom-
modations may be challenging to access or implement in a tradi-
tional school setting. Even if they are available, many with ASD do
not want the stigma of using the necessary accommodations in the
traditional school settings because these accommodations set them
apart from their peers and make them feel “different.”

Emotional Impacts

Adolescents with ASD are at high risk for depression and anxiety.
Many of these students are bright enough to recognize they are dif-
ferent, and it becomes hard to focus on their strengths when all
they may see in a traditional school setting are their social, aca-
demic, or physical weaknesses. While on the surface, individuals
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with ASD may simply appear quirky, they are fully affected by the
core deficits of Autism and the effects on learning and behavior.
Because of high verbal skills and academic strengths in certain
areas, teachers often have unrealistic academic and social expecta-
tions for some ASD students. The student may be able to do cer-
tain aspects of an assignment, but may struggle with others. He
may be able to explain how to do something, but cannot execute
the plan without ongoing prompting and support. He may want to
have friends and work in a group, but lack the social skills and
understanding to do this successfully. These types of academic
and social frustrations often result in acting out or shutting down
in traditional school programs.

Students with Cognitive Delays and Severe Autism

It is estimated that 75 percent of individuals with Autistic Disorder
also have some degree of cognitive impairment.* While there are
no outward physical symptoms of ASD, individuals who function
at the middle or lower end of the spectrum are often easier to rec-
ognize than those with high-functioning forms of ASD. Their
unusual speech (echolalia) or inability to use words to communi-
cate and higher levels of repetitive motor behaviors (self-stimulating
behaviors) make the disability more visible and recognizable to
others. Teachers and peers may be more tolerant of behaviors or
have more realistic academic and social expectations of a child
with moderate forms of ASD in traditional educational settings.
An issue faced by these students is the tendency of teachers and
aides to overprompt or provide such high levels of support that the
student never learns how to do things independently.

Time spent in a general education classroom may be overstimu-
lating to a student with more severe ASD, which may result in
higher rates of sensory regulating or self-stimulatory behaviors and
missed instructional opportunities. It is also very challenging to
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address the functional, behavioral, and communication needs of a
more-involved student in a traditional inclusive classroom setting.
As a result, students with more severe ASD may be educated in
special day classrooms (SDC). While this more controlled setting
may facilitate academic, functional skills, and communication
growth and promote better behavioral regulation, it may also result
in missed opportunities for social development. Even when these
students are in proximity to typically developing peers, such as
during recess, social teaching opportunities are difficult to capture
in traditional school programs.

Recess on a traditional school campus is a noisy and active time.
The vast space of the traditional playground and the lack of struc-
ture make it challenging to be able to teach or facilitate social inter-
actions. Students with ASD may also have great difficulty in
generalizing the skills learned at school to other settings such as
home and the community.

Problematic Behaviors

Sensory differences, social avoidance, and lack of appropriate play
or leisure skills often result in unconventional behavioral patterns.
Severe behavior may make teachers fearful of working with a stu-
dent, and may lead peers to steer away from interactions. Indi-
viduals with ASD require higher levels of support, more specialized
teaching strategies, and frequent reinforcement for engaging in
appropriate behavior. When unable to communicate or understand
the expectations of others, problematic behaviors such as aggres-
sion, throwing tantrums, bolting, or screaming may develop. Indi-
vidually designed positive behavior support plans (BSP) that
include teaching prosocial and adaptive responses are essential for
success. These highly individualized teaching plans must be imple-
mented consistently in order to be most effective. This can be chal-
lenging in traditional educational settings, as the student may
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encounter many teachers or specialists throughout the day, each
with his or her own unique way of working with the student.
Consistent implementation of teaching and behavior support plans
requires a great deal of communication and planning time
amongst team members, which is often difficult to achieve in tra-
ditional school programs.

Physical Signs of Stress

A study by Richdale and Prior (1992) found that people with ASD
have a tendency toward cortisol hypersecretion (a hormone associ-
ated with stress) during their school hours.” In their study, these
researchers found that the same subjects had relatively normal
levels of cortisol secretion during nonschool hours. This provides
evidence that traditional school settings elicit a stress response in
people with ASD. These findings are further clarified by Corbett
and her colleagues (2006), who found that people with ASD had
increased cortisol reactions compared to neurotypical controls
when presented with any novel or threatening event.® Due to the
level of stimulation and the unpredictable nature of a typical
school environment, we can ascertain that the nature of tradi-
tional school settings is very stressful to children with ASD. This
stress impacts them physically as well as behaviorally as they
attempt to cope.

Necessity to Provide a Continuum of Options
for Students with ASD

While it is not impossible for a student with ASD to access a high-
quality and appropriate educational program in a traditional
school setting, this scenario does present many challenges. The
needs and challenges of the individual child, as well as the struc-
ture, training, and readiness of the school staff, must all be consid-
ered. With all the right supports and training in place, many with
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ASD can thrive in traditional public education. However, it must
also be recognized that the traditional school setting may not meet
the needs of all students and families.

The National Research Council (2001) recommends that a con-
tinuum of placement options be available to students with ASD.”
This continuum can range from full-time placement in a general
education classroom to a special day classroom, to home- and
community-based instruction. By having a continuum of options
available, public school programs will be more likely to succeed
with this challenging population of learners. In addition, they may
be better able to collaborate with families who believe in and desire
homeschooling for their child.

2 | Is There Peer-Reviewed Research That Supports
Homeschooling for Students with ASD?

At the present time, a comprehensive research literature review on
the topic of homeschooling students on the Autism Spectrum yielded
no formal results; however, numerous studies indicate the impor-
tance of parental involvement in the educational and treatment
programs of children with ASD. A 1998 study conducted by Sally
Rogers reports that all efficacious treatments of young children
with ASD involve the parents in some role.® Ivar Lovaas and col-
leagues found that children whose treatment took place in the
home setting, where parents were actively involved, made signifi-
cant gains on measures of IQ and expressive and receptive lan-
guage. These home-educated students appeared to have a greater
treatment advantage compared with those who received traditional
special education services through the public school.”

Further studies have indicated that parents can be highly
effective as teachers of their children with special needs'® and can
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demonstrate equal levels of success in running an intervention
program as trained professionals.!! Additionally, several studies
have shown that with parent training in the implementation of
effective educational strategies, the level of family stress and the
depressive symptoms often seen in mothers of children with ASD
can be reduced significantly.!* Happier and more frequent parent-
child interactions and more positive parent-child communications
have also been shown as a result of parent training in effective edu-
cational interventions.!’> Studies have also demonstrated that as
parents are better able to manage behaviors and as more adaptive
skills are acquired, families benefit by their ability to access com-
munity and leisure activities.'*

Although there have been no empirically validated studies indi-
cating the treatment effects of homeschooling children with ASD
specifically, it is clear from the previously mentioned studies that
parents are a vital component of effective educational treat-
ment and that both the parent and child can benefit from parent-
implemented educational strategies.

General Homeschooling Research

As we look to the research literature to guide us, it is important to
reference the general research on homeschooling and the research
that has been conducted in other special needs populations. This
research can help to answer some of the questions, criticisms, or
possible misinterpretations about homeschooling that many cite in
opposition to this educational choice.

Homeschooling and Academic Success

Many people fear that children who receive homeschool instruc-
tion are missing out on the valuable learning opportunities that
promote success and that their academic achievement will be
compromised as a result. Quite the opposite has been documented.
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In 1998, the largest survey and testing program for students in
homeschools to date was conducted by Dr. Lawrence Rudner,
involving 20,760 kindergarten through twelfth-grade home-
schooled students. Participants were administered either the Iowa
Tests of Basic Skills (ITBS) or the Tests of Achievement and
Proficiency (TAP), depending on their current grade level. The par-
ents also responded to a questionnaire regarding background and
demographic information. The findings of this study indicate that
the achievement test scores of this group of homeschooled students
was exceptionally high, with the median scores falling in the 70th
to 80th percentile. Additionally, 25 percent of homeschooled stu-
dents from the survey were enrolled in one or more grade levels
above their age-matched traditionally schooled peers. The students
who had been homeschooled the longest appeared to have the
greatest achievement advantage. Although this was not a scientifi-
cally controlled study, the results do demonstrate that homeschool-
ers can accomplish excellent results in academic domains. '

Further support for homeschooling to yield academic results is
supplied by the 1997 study of 5,402 homeschooled students enti-
tled, “Strengths of Their Own: Home Schoolers Across America.”
This study demonstrated that homeschoolers, on the average, out-
performed their counterparts in the public schools by 30 to
37 percentile points in all subjects. This study also indicated that
the longer the child had been receiving homeschooling, the greater
the advantage. '

Speculations about why the advantages are so great include the
individualized attention and instruction that is provided in home-
schooling. Additionally, the student can be assessed for skill mas-
tery on a more frequent basis, moving at their own pace through
the curriculum, and problems can be addressed and corrected
more quickly. The efficiency of instruction is also increased in
homeschooling, with less downtime and more opportunities for
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learning and instruction. All of these advantages apply whether the
learner is a neurotypical child, a gifted child, or a child with ASD.
Given these implications of the research findings, one could
assume that the same or similar results would occur with special-
ized populations. These have all been identified as advantages seen
in homeschooling a child with ASD.

Homeschooling and Social Skills

One of the biggest criticisms and misinterpretations about home-
schooling is that the student will miss out on social learning
opportunities and, as a result, his social skills will suffer. This is
probably the most common criticism and reaction about home-
schooling a child with ASD. Several researchers have found an
overwhelmingly positive picture for homeschooled students’
socialization. Not only are homeschoolers provided with opportu-
nities that foster positive social interactions, they also receive pro-
tection from many sources of negative socialization.

Research has shown us that home-educated children are in fact
exposed to nearly the same number of social contacts as tradition-
ally educated children. The important factor, however, is not the
number of contacts, but appears to be the quality of social interac-
tions. According to April Chatham-Carpenter, homeschoolers are
exposed to more positive social interactions that promote proso-
cial behavior rather than negative social interactions that may pro-
mote negative social behaviors and attitudes. Researcher Richard
Medlin (2000) substantiated this finding with his study comparing
70 homeschooled students to 70 traditionally schooled students.
His data indicate that self-concept was higher for the home-
schooled students, who also presented with significantly fewer
behavioral disorders.'”

It is clear that there is a growing body of evidence indicating
that social skills are not negatively, but in fact, positively impacted
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through homeschooling. Again, if this holds true with neurotypical
children, one can assume that similar results might be found
in children with ASD.

Homeschooling Research with Other Special
Needs Populations

A growing body of evidence supports the effects of homeschooling
specialized populations of learners. While the breadth of this
research is meager now, we expect that as homeschooling contin-
ues to gain momentum, especially with special needs learners, the
body of research will accelerate.

A study conducted by Duvall and colleagues (1997) found that
special needs students who were homeschooled exceeded the gains
in reading, spelling, and math of their peers who were educated in
traditional, special education settings. An exploratory study by
Duvall and colleagues in 2004 of students with ADD indicated that
homeschooled students were academically engaged about two
times as often as traditionally schooled students and experienced
greater gains in reading and math. Because of the small sample
sizes and lack of replication of these studies, no causal relation can
be claimed; however, these preliminary finding are highly sugges-
tive that homeschooling children with special learning needs can
be highly effective, perhaps more effective than traditional special
education programs and services.'®

Jacque Ensign, in a paper presented at the American Educational
Research Association (April 15, 1998) entitled Defying the
Stereotypes of Special Education: Homeschooled Students, reported
her findings from a seven-year longitudinal study of four students
with learning disabilities. Of the four students she followed, one
had successfully graduated from high school and the other three
were expected to complete the requirements for a high school
diploma. All four students were also expected to continue with
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postsecondary education. This 100 percent graduation rate and
anticipated postsecondary education is impressive when compared
with the statistical averages for learning disabled students who are
traditionally schooled (38 percent dropout rate and only 28 per-
cent college attendance). While her data is anecdotal, it still lends
support to the notion that student-centered, individualized pro-
grams that are typical in homeschooling yield very positive results
in students with specialized learning needs.

We are seeing an increase in the popularity of homeschooling,
both with typically developing and special needs children, and
particularly students with ASD. As the numbers increase, so too will
the research on the practice. This will provide us with a clearer pic-
ture of the benefits and drawbacks of homeschooling in this popu-
lation. Research in this area will hopefully help to identify whether
there are advantages to homeschooling for specific age groups or
for children who fall in a certain range on the autism spectrum. We
hope that future research will also provide some clear procedures
and protocols to make the educational program most effective. At
this point in time, we must draw from what information we have
thus far and trust in good judgment and the implementation of
best practice by those who make the homeschooling choice.

3 | Why Do Some Families of Children with ASD
Consider Homeschooling?

Before addressing why families of children with ASD choose to
homeschool, it must be acknowledged that historically a child’s
education began in the home with his or her parents and extended
family members as teachers. Compulsory attendance in public
schools did not begin to become mandatory until the mid-1800s
when states began to enact laws requiring children to attend school.
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A return to teaching children at home emerged again in the
1960s and 1970s when some families became disappointed with
public education. Since then, the number of parents choosing to
homeschool their children has substantially increased. The most
recent research completed in the United States was conducted dur-
ing 2002-2003 by the National Center for Educational Statistics
(NCES) and published in 2006. This survey reveals that there has
been a substantial increase in the number of students being home-
schooled in this five-year period. The data indicated that in 1999
approximately 850,000 children were being homeschooled com-
pared to 1,096,000 in 2003. The 2003 data show that 2.2 percent
of the student-age population is in a homeschool program.!® To
read the complete report online, contact the National Center for
Educational Statistics at http://nces.ed.gov.

The families who completed the NCES survey revealed that they
chose to homeschool their children for many of the same reasons
that families who have children with ASD do. The three main rea-
sons listed by families surveyed for this book included safety, reli-
gious or moral concerns, and dissatisfaction with academic
instruction. Both groups of homeschooling families, regardless of
the child’s ability or disability, share a core set of beliefs: that they
understand best the educational needs of their child; that they can
provide more time to the child; and that they can pass on the mor-
als and value systems that are most important to their family.

Safety

Because of the social cognitive deficits that are present in children
with ASD, they have a greater potential for victimization or being
“put up to” things by peers. Many find themselves in trouble with
school administrators or sometimes the law due to the lack of
social understanding. This is a commonly cited reason for selecting
to homeschool a child with ASD.
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Parent
Perspective

| worried for my child’s safety and that he would be a target of teasing.
—Ann Coe

His safety was a major issue since he had not developed the ability to
understand deception. We felt that he might get taken advantage of in a
school with over two thousand students. Additionally, he would have gone
to school where the teachers just see him a few hours out of the week, and
they would not understand his social delays and, therefore, would not be
aware of the potential for danger.

—Connie Ajay

A Natural Continuation from In-Home Early
Intervention Services

Families with children who have received an early diagnosis of
autistic disorder before the age of thirty-six months may already be
participating in an intensive early intervention program that is
being carried out in their home. For these families it may feel more
appropriate to continue the educational program at home when
their child reaches school age. If the child’s homeschooling pro-
gram is to be provided through a public education homeschooling
option, then roles and responsibilities need to be determined
through the Individualized Education Program (IEP) process.
If the parents choose to independently homeschool their child
through a private school option, then supports and services become
the family’s responsibility as will be discussed in Question 9.
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Dissatisfaction with Academic Instruction

It is well documented that a significant shortage of fully creden-
tialed special educators exists in the United States.”® In 2007 the
U.S. Department of Education reported that more than 10 percent
of teachers in special education positions lack the proper certifica-
tions. The greatest gap and shortage in fully qualified teachers is in
the area of severe disabilities, which is the authorization required to
provide services to children with ASD in most states. Data further
indicate that one in every five special education teachers leaves spe-
cial education each year, increasing the gap and leaving many inex-
perienced teachers to provide special education services and
support. Compounding this problem is the lack of special and gen-
eral educators who have received specific training in Autism
Spectrum Disorders. This shortage and the rapidly growing num-
bers of individuals with ASD translates into a major gap in the
public education system’s ability to provide enough trained and
prepared professionals to effectively educate and support students
with ASD. This shortage has had a significant impact on families
who have a child with ASD. In cases where there is a lack of knowl-
edgeable professionals, this may result in families quickly becom-
ing dissatisfied with classroom instruction. A national shortage of
speech therapists and occupational therapists contributes to the
problem of related services. The school system’s difficulty in filling
professional positions often results in a family’s dissatisfaction with
the services and supports their child may require to be successful
in a traditional school setting.

There is little, if any, training provided to general education
teachers or site-level administrators in the credentialing process
related to Autism Spectrum Disorders. Training for classroom
aides and support staff is often an afterthought, and because of
tight budgets, these people often do not receive any specific
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training in ASD, evidence-based instructional strategies, or positive
behavioral supports. There is a growing concern about these short-
ages and the significant need for more training in ASD. These con-
cerns are cited by the National Research Council (2001), the
California Legislative Blue Ribbon Commission on Autism (2007),
as well as other public policy studies conducted around the
nation.?! The current state of affairs gives rise to several parental
concerns, as illustrated below.

Parent
Perspective

In my personal experience in dealing with families of children with ASD,
the main reason for contemplating homeschooling is often frustration
with the school system. The systemic lack of support in implementing the
accommodations or modifications and lack of understanding of how
the disability impacts the student’s learning are common.

—Connie Ajay

Experiences dealing with school personnel may produce an abundance
of negative energy that is draining and counterproductive. Parents often
decide they would rather spend their time and energy dealing directly with
their children, rather than continuing to confront school personnel.

—Karen Crum

There is a sense of frustration with the public school mainstream cur-
riculum and the staff’s lack of knowledge or training in how to help these
special needs children have a chance in life.

—Michelle King
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This sense of dissatisfaction by parents may arise soon after
placing their child in traditional public school. Parents may imme-
diately realize that it is not a good fit for their child and remove
him or begin looking for alternatives. Other parents may keep their
child enrolled in traditional school for a longer period of time.
From our research and interviews, it appears that a common deci-
sion point to move to homeschooling occurs at around second or
third grade. At this time in a child’s school career, the simple
behavioral concerns that may have been voiced in kindergarten
and first grade have increased to issues that must be systematically
addressed and resolved. Other natural transition points that
prompt the consideration of homeschooling are moving to middle
school or high school. The size of the campus, safety concerns,
changing classes, and having multiple teachers are all reasons for

Parent
Perspective

We chose to homeschool because lan was about to start high school. He
only had two teachers in junior high and had some problems and lots of
stress there. | didn't think that six high school teachers would accommo-
date his learning differences enough to help him be successful. | didn’t think
communication between lan, the teachers, and | would occur often enough,
or quickly enough. I didn't think that he would adapt to the large, busy high
school campus, where only a few people actually knew him. | didn't think
much learning would go on in this distracting environment. The special
education and resource classes (except math) were not appropriate for my
son because of their lower academic level.

—Ann Coe
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concern at these points in time. For some families reaching these
transition points may have been a long and arduous journey pep-
pered with many issues that may have felt insurmountable. Each
transition may feel like starting over.

Emotional Health of the Child and Family

Additional reasons that parents of children with ASD choose to
homeschool include reducing stress and anxiety and building
self-esteem.

Parent
Perspective

Parents may consider homeschool because many kids with ASD become
very anxious in a traditional school setting. The anxiety can lead to behav-
ior problems and depression that can have long-term negative effects. The
constant anxiety is detrimental to healthy living and learning. The anxiety
of the child with ASD usually affects the entire family system in a nega-
tive way. Homeschool produces new challenges, but they are often prefer-
able to the chronic stress that traditional school creates. Students with ASD
who have average or above-average intelligence often feel incompetent in
traditional systems because they learn differently or respond differently
from other students. They compare themselves to others in an environment
where their gifts may not be recognized or utilized enough to compensate
for their differences. At home, without constant comparison to neurotypi-
cal peers, students with ASD can learn to appreciate and feel good about
themselves.

—Karen Crum
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Social Opportunities and Extracurricular Activities

An additional reason parents of children with ASD choose to home-
school is the social opportunities and the richness in appropriate
extracurricular participation that can be created.

Lack of Focus on Self-Help and Life Skills

For some families of students with ASD, the increased national and
state focus on academic achievement and standardized testing has
had a negative impact. Even the alternate standardized testing for
students with moderate to severe disabilities reduces important
instructional time for students who have ASD along with cognitive
or other delays.

Parents of children with significant delays want their child to be
successful, but acknowledge that success is not always measured aca-
demically. These parents want their child to learn the self-help and
life skills that will be the foundation for as independent a life as pos-
sible. Learning self-help and life skills requires the same systematic
and direct instruction that any academic skill requires. However, for

Parent
Perspective

Some people have asked about the social component, but this is not a
problem since my child is now getting social opportunities in groups and
with kids who share the same hobbies and interests. Now the social oppor-
tunities are more meaningful and joyful for my child because they are
related to his special interests.

—Connie Ajay
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students with more significant delays, instruction requires more
practice and experiences in relevant and meaningful environments
where the child will actually use the skills. This type of instruction,
which is sometimes called community-based instruction, requires a
very low student-to-staff ratio, adequate supports, and resources,
which may not be available in a traditional school setting to the
degree necessary for some students. This may cause frustration and
dissatisfaction for parents and prompt them to choose to home-
school their child who needs self-help and life skills instruction.

Bottom-Line Reasons for Choosing Homeschooling

Most of the parents we interviewed admitted that homeschooling
was not something that they had anticipated doing. It was a deci-
sion that was made over time and based on many factors, and ulti-
mately on the gut-level instinct that it was the best decision for
their child at that time.

Parent
Perspective

Most parents of children with ASD never planned to homeschool and would
not be considering it if things were going well for their child at school.
—Janelle Lewis






