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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the views of parents and educational
professionals regarding the awareness of and the school provision for
children with autism in Saudi Arabia. This study was also conducted to fill
the gap in the literature concerning the awareness of and school provision
for children with autism.

A mixed method was utilised in this study as data was collected both
qualitatively and quantitatively. For the qualitative approach, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with a total of 15 participants,
specifically 10 parents and 5 senior educators. Furthermore, data was
collected online from a Twitter account, where a total of 50 tweets that were
relevant to the study were retrieved for research purposes. The qualitative
data was analysed using coding themes. On the other hand, quantitative data
was collected using a survey that was handed out to 242 educational
professionals. This data was analysed using the SPSS statistical package.

The results confirm that a lack of awareness exists regarding children
with autism in Saudi Arabia. Participants reported that this is a result of a
variety of barriers that should be overcome in order to integrate children
with autism in mainstream Saudi schools. These barriers include late or

incorrect ASD diagnosis, lack of expertise in autism, lack of experience
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among mainstream schoolteachers and a lack of training programme for
teachers and parents alike. It is evident from the study findings that much
can be done to improve the lives of ASD children and provide them with
proper diagnostic services and school provision. Perhaps the most important
finding of this study concerns improving societal awareness of children with
autism, which was confirmed by both parents and educational professionals.
In addition to this investigation, recommendations for future research were
identified, such as increasing sample sizes or directly asking children with

autism about their views.
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

This study examines Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD), specifically autism,
focusing on the views of parents and professionals on their awareness of and
the school provision for children with autism in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia (KSA). This introduction broadly outlines the chapters within this
thesis and presents all the aspects covered by this research. It then clarifies
the research context and the author’s personal motivations. In addition, it
identifies the problem of interest and gaps in the existing literature.
Moreover, a brief literature review and a description of the methods used in
this study are provided, and the aim of the thesis, its scope, and its intended
outcomes are introduced. Finally, an outline of the structure of the thesis

clarifies how this thesis is organised.

For this study, the researcher conducted interviews with parents and
educational professionals to investigate the social phenomena related to
children with autism, in particular how context informs what and how

educational professionals and parents know. The thesis surveys the current



knowledge concerning children with autism in Saudi Arabia, Riyadh in
particular, and covers existing literature in terms of school provision.
Research data was collected from the parents of children with autism and
from the perceptions of education professionals working in mainstream
schools and at the Saudi Ministry of Education in its special educational
needs department. The study also analysed and discussed the collected data

and provided a conclusion and recommendations.

1.2 The research context

1.2.1 Personal motivation

The researcher has held an increasing interest in special educational needs,
particularly in educating children with autism, since completing her
undergraduate degree. Throughout her studies, she has noticed that autism is
hardly known in Saudi Arabia, especially as special education is a relatively
new area of study in Saudi Arabia, and very few graduates study special
needs education. Since 2003, very few students have specialised in studying
autism. Moreover, since 2003, not all fields of learning support have been
offered for study as most fields of study that were available at that time
concerned working with those with Downs Syndrome, the deaf, the blind,

and those with learning difficulties. In addition, it appears that few people



are aware of the importance of this area and the specialties within it, as well
as the need for more graduates who study special needs education.
Consequently, the families of children with special needs struggle to find
assistance for themselves and their children. Typically, parents seek a
diagnosis and early intervention, as well as accessing their child’s right to an
education by finding suitable schools or centers. Recently, some private
schools have opened in KSA that specialise in supporting children with
special needs. However, these are costly options, and middle-class families
cannot necessarily afford to send their children to these schools. This was
difficult for the researcher to come to terms with, as it i1s difficult to see

families of children with disabilities struggling to find support.

More importantly, the potential reason behind choosing this topic is the
researcher’s cousin who has ASD and is struggling immensely, especially as
those around her are unable to understand why she is different and how to
act around her. The researcher discovered that her cousin requires help and
that her differences made her special. Therefore, the researcher decided to
study special needs education and upon completing the first semester,
discovered that her cousin has a different attitude and different way of

thinking. However, it appeared that people do not know exactly why she is



struggling, especially with strangers and schools. At a late stage, her parents
discovered autism and they felt that their daughter displayed the same
symptoms and decided to seek a diagnosis. This was the most difficult
experience that my aunt and her husband faced at that time especially due to
their lack of awareness and knowledge of autism. This is the researcher’s
personal experience, but it is unknown whether it is limited to my own

experience or if it is a widespread issue.

Subsequently, the researcher completed a Master’s degree on the subject of
inclusive education, which led to the discovery of a lack of awareness about
children with autism in KSA, especially among teachers working in
mainstream schools. The author’s Master’s dissertation was conducted in
Riyadh, and investigated teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion. The findings
of this study highlighted multiple concerns of teachers working in
mainstream schools with respect to the inclusion of children with disabilities
(Alarfaj, 2012). These concerns related to the nature of these disabilities,
training programmes and to the support and resources available. The issue
that arose from the researcher’s Master’s research encouraged her to further
study whether or not teachers are aware of children with autism and their

views regarding school provision for those children. In particular, the



researcher wanted to determine if teachers are aware of the needs that

children with autism have.

Due to interest in this area, the researcher also follows Twitter accounts
relating to children with special needs, especially autism. The majority of
these accounts are created by parents or special education teachers and
reflect an interest in special needs education or autism, in particular within
Saudi Arabia. Some accounts include biographical information, i.e. some
account holders may have a child with autism. Frequently, parents with these
accounts tweet about their concerns and express a need to provide a good
quality of life for their children. Additionally, these parents also mention
how lack of awareness of autism affects life with their children. Parents also
pose many questions on these accounts about diagnosis and the value of
early intervention, with the aim of receiving answers from specialist
educators or sociologists. Another commonly raised query on these accounts
relates to the value of children with autism attending private schools and

preferences for inclusion.

These exchanges have drawn the researcher’s attention to this area and have

highlighted the importance of trying to combine both parental and



professional perspectives in exploring the awareness of and school provision

for children with autism in Saudi Arabia.

The following section identifies the problem central to this research and the

research gap that this study will address.

1.2.2 Identifying the problem

Based on the data collected from Twitter, the researcher recognised that, of
the many concerns parents expressed, awareness of autism and appropriate
provision in schools were the most predominant. Lack of awareness in
schools may also commonly result in late diagnoses and make it difficult for
parents of children with autism to find help and to allow for early

Iintervention.

For several years, children with autism have been recognised as a group
requiring school assistance in developing countries (Ozand, et al., 2033).
This research identified an ongoing need to improve the services available in
KSA as the number of children diagnosed with autism is increasing
worldwide. According to Bishop, Whitehouse, Watt, and Line (2008), the

rate of autism diagnoses has risen remarkably, especially in the past three



years. As a result of this increase, some researchers have argued that
children with autism and their parents should receive immediate and
extensive support services (Dardas & Ahmad, 2014). Furthermore, Park and
Chitiyo (2011) highlighted the need for increased attention from the public
towards children with autism, as a result of promotional activities initiated
by governments and non-governmental organisations. This growth in interest
emphasises the benefits of conducting a study at this time to attain an
understanding of the scope of autism awareness in Saudi Arabia. This
understanding may in turn lead to increased awareness and educational
services and may benefit society by furthering an understanding of children

with autism.

Awareness of and school provision for children with autism is a key issue
that the researcher has identified for exploration. Thus, this study explored
the opinions of parents and the challenges they face. In addition, this thesis
explored the level of parental awareness, and that of society, and how this
affects both their lives with their children and school provision, such as
whether parents choose to educate their children privately or in mainstream

schools. The research also highlighted teachers’ perspectives, and the Saudi



Ministry of Education’s view and plan, in order to understand and improve

the situation.

The following section details how this study will address a gap in the

existing literature.
1.3 Literature review

1.3.1 Brief overview

Autism and related conditions cannot be diagnosed using medical tests.
Therefore, diagnosis of these complex disorders still relies on behavioral
features defined by classification systems such as the DSM (Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual; American Psychiatric Association) and the International
Classification of Diseases (ICD; World Health Organization) (Vivanti et al.,

2013, p. 258).

Much controversy exists concerning the lately proposed comprehensive
category of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), which includes previously
distinct disorders, such as Asperger's syndrome, autism disorder, and
pervasive developmental disorder (Bedrossian, 2012). With the exception of
high-functioning individuals, such as those with Asperger's syndrome, this

revised definition was intended to limit the number of behaviours that must



be present to justify a diagnosis of autistic disorder (Etcar, 2012). However,
despite disputes surrounding this term, it is necessary to acknowledge that
the current definition of autism may have influenced a level of awareness of
ASD in Saudi Arabia and worldwide (Matson & Kozlowski, 2011). A key
issue that is raising some apprehension is that changes in diagnostic
definitions could influence our ability to monitor changes in autism
prevalence rates over time (Vivanti et al., 2013). However, as reasons for the
apparent current increase in autism prevalence are still under debate, the
introduction of more stringent criteria may allow for a more rigorous test of
changes in prevalence (ibid). These may serve to better define ASD and how

it may affect the level of awareness of children with autism.

Moving to the idea of school provision for children with autism, it should be
noted that the 1994 signing of the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994)
marked an international commitment to offer inclusive education for all
children in mainstream schools. Therefore, to explore the realisation of this
commitment in this study, the researcher concentrated on school provision
for children with autism in Saudi Arabia to find out if these children attend
mainstream schools. Looking at the latest global studies, in England, along

with legislation against discrimination on the grounds of disability,
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successive policies have been established to help school administrators plan
and provide for the inclusion of these amendments to allow all children to
receive an education (Glazzard, 2013). Elsewhere, the development of
mainstream schools, which have a higher proportion of children with special
educational needs, has been discussed in the literature review chapter.

The following overview of the literature outlines the gap the researcher has

found in the literature.

1.3.2 Gap in the literature

The difficulties and challenges of diagnosing children with autism in Saudi
Arabia is one of the major issues raised in the literature (Almasould, 2011).
In addition, late diagnosis of children with autism in Saudi Arabia can affect
the lives of parents and children and delay early interventions. Moreover, the
trend towards delayed intervention in Saudi Arabia is also speculatively in
part because of limited access to services. As a result, sufficient diagnosis
and assessment processes to determine the eligibility of students for special
education and related services are not yet meeting demand in the KSA (ibid).
Furthermore, there are a limited number of qualified professionals
specialising in supporting children with ASD and autism, so parents are

often unsure of where to go to find specialist doctors and therapists and are
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reluctant to ask teachers for help. This intensifies the concern and distress

among Saudi parents that is often associated with delays in diagnoses.

The literature review in Chapter 3 presents evidence that a diagnosis of
autism remains a significant problem in the Western world and Arab
countries, which might in part be explained by the changing definitions of
and criteria for children with autism. The researcher made these assumptions
based on her Masters dissertation and the limited research published about
this topic in Saudi Arabia. Thus, it can be asserted that contemporary
awareness of autism in Saudi Arabia is very low and only in the very early
stages of development (Alquraini, 2011). As a result, the lack of knowledge
about autism can result in undiagnosed children with autism attending
mainstream schools without support, which suggests that their particular
learning needs are not being met. Moreover, anecdotal evidence from the
Twitter accounts reports the negative societal repercussions that often exist
for families who have children with autism, as they tend to be more
dependent than other disabled children. Consequently, the need to improve
awareness of children with autism is vital, especially in mainstream schools

(Almasould, 2011) and society more generally.
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Briefly, another gap found in the literature in KSA concerns the fact that
parents’ lives can be affected in many different ways when they have a child
with autism. In addition, caring for such children can be very difficult and
demanding. Bader and Barry (2014) argue that families experience unique
challenges when their children have autism, which can result in
unmanageable behaviour that may be dangerous or aggressive. Therefore, it
is necessary to teach parents adaptive skills and how to best support their
child. Moreover, having a child with autism can disrupt family life and result
in a number of economic, social, psychological and physical difficulties.
However, having a child with autism does not inevitably have a negative
effect on a parent’ life (Byrne, 2013). This issue should be evaluated in
context, as some researchers suggest that children with disabilities can
engender feelings of shame and guilt, particularly in Arab societies (see
chapter three section 3.5.1). Interestingly, a review of literature in this area
revealed that Omani families that have children with autism are likely to
prefer to go abroad in search of a good diagnosis and early intervention (Al-
Farsi, et al., 2012). The need for early diagnoses and increased awareness
among health professionals of the nature and impact of developmental
problems in young children with autism is an important issue that parents

have raised in such studies. Thus, the aim of this study is to explore the
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1ssues that affect children with autism and their families, and to contribute to

the literature regarding children with autism in Saudi Arabia.

In terms of school provision, which is the second focus of this study, 60% of
these children live at home and do not regularly attend school (Almasoud,
2011). This is, in part, due to the barriers in offering inclusive education,
which include teachers’ attitudes, common curricular constraint in the
educational system, educational issues and conceptualisation of teachers’
and pupils’ roles within the system. However, another study concluded that
the provision of services for those with “special educational needs” in Saudi
Arabia has recently experienced a period of dramatic improvement (Al-

Ajmi, 2005) not necessary for children with autism.

However, the inclusion of students with disabilities is still in its initial stages
in Saudi Arabia. As a result, this thesis highlights the gaps in school
provision for children with autism, in particular the extent of the changes
necessary to meet the Saudi legislative requirement of “education for all”
which state in the Salamanca agreement that Saudi Arabia has signed in. In
addition, the Literature Review (see Chapter three, section 3.7) identified the

fact that teachers’ views on inclusion and their overall attitude toward
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children with disabilities seems negative (Abed, et al., 2014). This might
result from a general lack of awareness and knowledge regarding children
with disabilities and how they can be provided for in the context of

education.

A summary of the literature review and the gaps in the research was
discussed here and the complete Literature Review can be found in chapter

3.

1.4 Methodology and methods

This section summarises the methods pursued to address the research gaps
identified in the literature review. For this study, the researcher adopted a
mixed methods approach to accomplish the research aims. While many
books and articles discuss this approach, one of the most prominent scholars
on this topic is Creswell (2014, p. 3), who explains that the application of a
mixed methods approach in research begins when “a study tends to be more
qualitative than quantitative or vice versa”, and that its selection depends on
the research questions. According to Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner
(2007, p. 113), “mixed research...starts with researchers and

methodologists who believe both qualitative and quantitative viewpoints and
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methods were useful as they addressed their research questions”. However,
the most fundamental aspect of any research project is that research methods
should be identified that enable a thorough examination of its research
questions (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). Several definitions of the use of
mixed methods exist in the literature. In general, this term is defined as
“empirical research that involves the collection and analysis of both
qualitative and quantitative data” (Punch, 2009, p. 288). An important point
should be made that mixed methods research approaches are becoming
increasingly popular, primarily because they can yield a more complete

understanding of research problems (Molina-Azorin, 2012).

Moreover, mixed methods approaches are appropriate when neither
quantitative nor qualitative methods alone can wholly capture the trends and
details of the phenomenon under study when employed independently
(Creswell, Fetters, & Ivankova, 2004). However, the methods employed
must be free from analogical and epistemological assumptions, and
decisions about which methods to use at what point in a given research
design must be directed by the research questions (Lieberman, 2005). The
potential benefits of mixed methods research include that they allow for

comprehensive findings, increase confidence in results, increase the validity
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of conclusions, and offer a more insightful understanding of the phenomena

underlying an investigation.

In order to collect a sufficient amount of data, quantitative methods were
used in this study to investigate the opinions of both parents of autistic
children and educational professionals about the awareness of and school
provision for children with autism in Saudi Arabia. These research methods
were employed with the intent of capturing the knowledge of parents of

autistic children and educational professionals.

Before concluding this section, it is important to explain that three methods
were used in this research that combined qualitative and quantitative
methodologies. The first method, a qualitative one, i1s a research interview.
The researcher carried out five interviews with educational professionals
working in the Saudi Ministry of Education’s special education department
and 10 interviews with parents of children with autism. The second method
employed in this research, a quantitative method, was obtaining survey data.
The researcher collected 242 surveys from teachers working in mainstream
schools. The third method used was a qualitative method, namely data

collection via social media. In this case, a Twitter account was set up as an
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online access point to allow the researcher to tweet questions and gather
responses from families. A detailed explanation of the choice of research
methodology and methods and the data analysis process is outlined in

Chapter 4.

1.5 Research aims and objectives

The aim of this study is to understand the phenomenon of autism and its
impact on parents as well as professionals. Moreover, families of children
with ASD do not have a voice so this study aims to give them a voice to
share their feelings and views, and to the fill the gap in literature. It was also
noticed that most of the existing literature is very much about countries other
than Saudi Arabia and about professionals’ views, not families. Therefore,
conducting a study about ASD in Saudi Arabia will fill this gap and will
help in the decisions-making processes undertaken by the government

concerning school provisions for children with autism.

Research into educational provision for children with autism in Saudi Arabia
is uncommon (Abed, et al., 2014), which has resulted in a large gap in the
literature. In order to have a better understanding of the education system in

Saudi Arabia in terms of provisions for children with autism, it is necessary
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to examine what is happening in practice in KSA by seeking the views of
teachers and parents about their children’s education. Therefore, the aim of
this thesis 1s to investigate the views of educational professionals and
families regarding awareness of and school provision for children with

autism in Saudi Arabia.

For this research, educational professionals such as teachers, head teachers,
deputy head teachers and social workers were asked about their views,
knowledge and attitudes regarding the presence of children with autism in
their schools. Parents of pupils with autism were also asked to share their
views, thoughts, awareness and experiences regarding their children’s

schools.

These research aims led to the development of multiple research questions,
which are:

1. What do parents and educational professionals feel are the barriers to
and enablers of effective educational provision for children with
autism in Saudi Arabia?

2. How do parents and educational professionals feel about the general

awareness of autism in Saudi Arabia?
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3. What do parents and educational professionals feel are the barriers to
and enablers of achieving a diagnosis of autism in Saudi Arabia?

4. What other factors do parents and educational professionals feel are
the barriers to and enablers of the provision of education for children

with autism in Saudi Arabia?

Thomas (2013) argued that research questions can be examined from
different perspectives. The following section discusses the perspectives

obtained during this research.

1.6 Study significance and outcomes

This section briefly summarises the context of the study and introduces the
reader to the thesis. One important assumption in this study is that a lack of
awareness exists in Saudi Arabia regarding children with autism. The
researcher discovered this assumption during her Masters dissertation
(Alarfaj, 2012) and through social media outlets, such as the researcher’s
Twitter account. This study intends to further explore the assumption that
while some organisations are working on improving the awareness of autism
in Saudi Arabia, this process is still in its early stages and there is a lot to be

done.
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Another significant outcome of this study is the opportunity to observe the
views of parents and practitioners on school provision for children with
autism. Research in this area 1s widespread in the United States and Europe
but is very limited in the Gulf region and Saudi Arabia specifically, where
the legislation of inclusion practices is being developed. My informal
feedback from parents highlights that this 1s a major barrier that parents face.
Parents and practitioner’s views on the availability of support in specialist
centres and clinicians to diagnosis these children are also explored in this

study.

1.7 Structure of the thesis

In addition to this introduction, the researcher structured this thesis into
seven further chapters. This chapter (Chapter one) covered the aims of the
thesis; its research questions, literature review, methodology and methods

employed and briefly outlined each of its chapters.

Chapter 2 provides an overview of Saudi Arabia in general and the Saudi
education system in particular. This is crucial, because the research context

for this study is Saudi Arabia, and thus its educational system is one of the
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most important aspects. Moreover, the chapter addresses Saudi educational
districts and schools and a clear vision of the comprehensive aims of special

educational support in Saudi Arabia.

A review of relevant literature is presented in Chapter 3. This review defines
the most important aspects of this research, including definitions and
classifications of ASD, its awareness and its provision in schools. In
addition, it discusses a brief history of autistic spectrum disorders, and
addresses the prevalence and diagnosis of autism both in Saudi Arabia and
worldwide. As parents can be significantly affected by having children with
autism, their views on the education system are also discussed. The idea of
including children with autism in mainstream schools 1s essential to this
research, because its aim 1s to examine awareness and school provision for
children with autism in these schools. Finally, teachers’ attitudes towards
inclusion and the theoretical prospective are addressed in the literature

review.

Chapter 4 covers the research methodology and methods employed in this
thesis and provides the rationale of the study design. The chapter also

includes the epistemological and analogical positions adopted in this study.
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In addition, the chapter discusses the choice of a mixed methods research
design, how researchers choose their methods, and the research sample
targeted in this study. The chapter also explains the data analysis process and

its ethical considerations.

Chapter 5 illustrates the data analysis from the perspective of parents of
children with autism and draws on the interviews conducted with parents

and comments made on the Twitter account used in this study.

Chapter 6 analyses the data collected from surveys and interviews with

professional educators working in the Saudi Ministry of Education.

The most important chapter of this thesis is the discussion, Chapter 7. This
chapter begins with an introduction, summarises the main findings and then
highlights issues that were discovered in this study. The chapter continues
with a discussion of select philosophical beliefs and their inclusive and

practical application. The chapter ends with a conclusion section.

In the final chapter, Chapter 8, the researcher discusses the contribution of

this research to the body of knowledge, principal research findings, research
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conclusions, recommendations, research limitations, and suggestions for

future research.
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CHAPTER TWO:
Background of Saudi Arabia

2.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses Saudi Arabia in general and its education system in
particular. While this study was conducted in Saudi Arabia, this thesis will
be examined in the UK, so it is useful to provide some background about the
place of interest. Moreover, the researcher believes that because this study
explored the views of parents and educational professionals, it was also
valuable to provide a sense of Saudi cultural, legal, educational and
regulatory systems and of the Kingdom’s population. This background could
be helpful for the reader in determining if these factors had any influence on

the views of the participants.

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) is one of the most culturally
conservative Muslim countries in the world. However, because Saudi Arabia
is also one of the wealthiest and politically and economically influential
nations, it has one of the most distinctive existing cultures (Hein, Tan,

Aljughaiman & Grigorenko, 2014). For this reason, this chapter describes
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Saudi Arabia in terms of its geography, population, legal, regulatory and
education systems. Special educational needs will also be discussed in this

chapter to clarify the context in which the research is grounded.

2.2 Background of Saudi Arabia

2.2.1 Saudi Arabia map

Figure 2.1 Map of Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia comprises nearly 2,250,000 square kilometers, or 868,730
square miles. To its East lies the Arabian Gulf, and to its West the Red Sea.

The United Arab Emirates, Qatar and Bahrain border Saudi Arabia on the
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East, and it borders Kuwait, Iraq and Jordan on the North and Yemen and
Oman on the south. As the largest country in the Middle East, the KSA
occupies four-fifths of the Arabian Peninsula and is similar to Western

Europe in area.

Desert and semi-desert regions comprise about 95% of the Kingdom. The
most verdant land in Saudi Arabia 1s 1ts Red Sea coastline, and there are
many mountains and forests in its Southwestern corner. A narrow coastal
plain extends through the Kingdom’s Western coast, and a mountain range
runs parallel to this plain along the Red Sea. Along the Arabian Gulf is a
low-lying area called Al-Ahasa. Saudi Arabia’s Western mountains contain
large deposits of limestone, gypsum and sand, and its Eastern area has the

richest reservoirs of o1l in the world.

In terms of religion, the most important impact of Saudi Arabia is that the
last and greatest prophet of Islam, Mohammed (PBUH), was born there in
AD 570. Over the next 150 years, Islam grew from Saudi Arabia and spread
all over the world. Today, millions of global pilgrims come to visit the holy
cities of Makkah and Madinah to perform religious observance. This gives

Saudi Arabia great political influence, particularly with Muslims around the
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world. In addition, Islam is the main cultural foundation for Saudi citizens

and as such influences their attitude and personality.

Saudi Arabia is also considered the main economic influence in the Middle
East, as it has played an important part in international trade for centuries
due to its strategic location near sea trade routes utilised to transport goods
from India and China to Europe. Historically, primary shipping goods
included incense, spices and myrrh, which were used in medicines and

cosmetics and were common to ancient inhabitants of the Arabian Peninsula.

Oil was discovered in Saudi Arabia in 1936, and by 1950, the Kingdom had
become a major oil producer. Today, Saudi Arabia has an estimated 25% of
the world's oil reserves and is considered a leader of the international oil
industry. Its oil revenues are used to diversify its economy, reclaim land
from the desert and construct basic infrastructure such as roads,
telecommunications systems, urban areas, hospitals, and power stations.
However, all of these systems require further development. In December of
2005, the Kingdom became the 149th member of the World Trade
Organization (WTO). Moreover, Saudi Arabia has begun opening its

economy to the rest of the world.
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This information summarised Saudi Arabia in terms of its geography and
politics, and how both influence the culture of the country, public opinion,
and daily life. The following section covers its legal and regulatory systems

and how these affect the cultural life of the nation.

2.2.2 Saudi Arabia’s legal and regulatory systems

Saudi Arabia’s judicial structure is based on the four schools of Islamic law:
the Hanbali, Shafii, Hanafi and Maliki schools. Saudi lives are structured
according to the Shari’a, or Islamic law, along with the broader cultural
values of patriarchy and traditional gender-specific customs, including
gender segregation outside of the home (Hein, Tan, Aljughaiman and
Grigorenko, 2014). Historically, before the Saudi judicial system was
unified, its courts and individual judges derived their legal judgments from
these four schools. In the Western part of the Kingdom, two schools of
thought dominated — the Hanafi and Shafii — while in the central region, the
Hanbali school was the only major source of legal guidance. Today, Saudi
courts issue their rulings according to the Holy Qur’an and the Sunna, or the

practices of the life of the Prophet Mohammed (PBUH) and are guided
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without being limited to the specific principles of any of the aforementioned

schools of law.

It should be noted that the Islamic religion influences the life of people who
follow Islamic rules in many different ways, the most important of which
concern marriage and raising children as this study concentrates on the life
of children with autism and their parents and the views of educational

professionals.

2.2.3 Population

Year 1985 1999 2004

Population 13 million 21 million 22.7 million

Table 2.1 Population of Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia’s population growth rate is 3.24%, which ranks among Arab
countries between the lowest growth rate (Kuwait, at 2%), and the highest
(the UAE, at 5.84%). The Kingdom’s growth rate ranks higher than the
global average of Arab countries of 2.37%. Saudi Arabia’s high birth and
low mortality rates are the result of dedicated and intensive efforts towards

health care. In 2004, over 22 million people lived in Saudi Arabia
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(Alquraini, 2011) and as of 2013 this number increased to 28 million

(Yearbook, 2013).

Saudi nationals comprise 72.9% of the Kingdom’s population, of which
50.1% are male and 49.9% are female. Immigrants make up 27.1% of the
population, a total of 6 million people, of whom 69.5% are males and the
remainder females. This general information about Saudi Arabia provides an

overview about the nation in which this study was conducted.

The following discusses the Saudi education system covering the

background and code of practice, then special educational needs.

2.3 Education system

Historically, the Saudi educational system is grounded in what Prophet
Mohammad established in Makkah in the 7th century, which is a seat of
learning (in Arabic, madrasah, a place to learn all kind of things, but in the
context of or with an emphasis on Islamic studies) (Aljughaiman and
Grigorenko, 2013). Moreover, according to historic documents, this tradition
later differentiated into kuttabss, Islamic schools held in mosques to study

the Qur’an that existed in the Western region as early as the 7th century, and
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maktabs, small local schools described first by Ibn Sina in the 11th century
(Asimov and Bosworth, 1998; Rugh, 2002b; Wynbrandt, 2010). Notably,
some of these early schools admitted girls as well as boys. Today, the Saudi
educational system is based in Islamic behaviour, regardless of subject
(Aljughaiman and Grigorenko, 2013). As a result, Saudi students should be
strong believers who follow Islamic rules and norms in order to contribute to

the Saudi community socially and culturally (Al-Sadan, 2000).

Saudi Arabia's educational system consists of 24 government universities
and approximately 24,000 schools, as well as a large number of colleges and
educational and training organisations. The system is open to everyone
nationally and provides students with free education, books and health
services. The government allocates over 25% of its education budget to
vocational training and spends around 13.17 billion USD annually on
elementary education and research. All education is free for Saudi nationals,
and private schools are available for children of foreigners working in the
Kingdom. These international schools offer programs for children up to the

age of 14, and some foreign schools for children up to the age of 16.
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As stated earlier, Saudi Arabia is a segregated society, which means gender-
related values and practices affect many aspects of Saudi life, such as
interpersonal relationships, education, and employment. The Saudi
education system, for example, is segregated into single gender schools, with
same gender teachers and slightly different curricula, in which the male
curriculum is more rigorous than the female curriculum (Baki, 2004;
Hamdan, 2005). It should be noted that preschools are the only educational

institutions that are not segregated, but preschool staff are all women.

As with many countries, the Saudi education system is divided into three
main levels: primary (6-12 years of age, 6 grades), secondary (12-15 years
of age, 3 grades) and high school (15-18 years of age, 3 grades). These three
levels are compulsory and free. Students can begin preschool at age 3, but
there are very limited governmental nurseries compared to schools. To
clarify, there are many primary, secondary and high governmental schools
but nurseries are very limited. Saudi university students begin at the age of
18, and the number of years studying depends on the major (Aljughaiman
and Grigorenko, 2013). Generally, the Saudi education system comprises of
24 state and 16 private universities, over 100 colleges and similar

institutions, and more than 30,000 schools (Alarfaj, 2011). Yet, as of 1996,
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enrollment ratios in Saudi schools were relatively low, and stood at 76% for
primary schools, 61% for secondary schools, and 16% for high schools
(Prokop, 2003). Education in the Kingdom is compulsory for children aged 6
to 15 and includes free tuition, textbooks and health care (Faraj, 2005).
Characteristic teaching and lecturing styles focus primarily on memorisation
(Basamh, 2002; Merebah, 1987), and Saudi schools use a unified
curriculum, with textbooks issued and managed by its Ministry of
Education. As a result, attempts at educational innovation are centralised,
such as those to diversify teaching methods in Saudi classrooms (Ministry of

Education, 2008).

It should be highlighted that a large part of the Saudi state budget annually,
totaling 24% in 2012, is invested in education (Pan-Arab, 2012). To
compare, in 2007, Saudi Arabia’s public education expenditures comprised
of 6.4% of its GDP, whereas the corresponding number was 5.5% for the
United States and the United Kingdom and 0.7% for the United Arab
Emirates (World Bank, 2012b). This investment is justified in part by the
growing Saudi working-age population, which is estimated to increase from

nearly 4 million in 2004 to 8.26 million in 2020 (Prokop, 2003).
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It must be clarified that the Saudi educational system is based on religious
beliefs dominated by the Islamic code of conduct, which appears in all its
affairs. Thus, it is not possible to explain Saudi educational policy without
referring to such beliefs. It is essential to realise that Islam accords education
a very high position, and that education and religion are seen as indivisible
aims of education policy. Furthermore, the respect for those included the
education system has its basis in religion. According to the Islamic law
issued in the Kindgom, girls’ and boys’ education is compulsory, and is

segregated with respect to school facilities and teaching staff.

2.4 Special educational needs

In order to increase the efficiency of Saudi government schools at a high
educational level, consideration of special needs students should be
gradually implemented for boys and girls at all three educational levels, as
well as in the management and operation of illiteracy and adult education
programs and special needs classes. Saudi teachers who work in special
education programs or institutes primarily use the term ‘special education
teacher’, as most of these educators have degrees in special education.
Moreover, Alnahdi (2014, p.85) found that the “terms ‘general teachers’ or

‘general education teachers’ are used with respect to teachers who majored
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in subjects other than special education and work in schools that have

special education programs but who are not involved with these programs.”

2.4.1 Historical view

In the 1960s, special education programmes officially began in Saudi Arabia
when its Ministry of Education opened the nation’s first school for students
with visual impairment in Riyadh (Althabet, 2002). Since then, special
education has received increased attention from the government. As a result,
“the Ministry of Education established a General Directorate for Special
Education (DGSE) in 1974, which was responsible for planning and
improving special education programs in the country” (Al-Ajmi, 2006,
p.66). Therefore, the number of schools with special education classes
quickly increased when the Ministry began integrating students with
disabilities into mainstream schools by designating certain classes to be
utilised for students with disabilities. This change, which occurred in the late
1990’s, is considered to be one of the turning points in the history of special
education in Saudi Arabia. For instance, special education provision for
male students increased from 38 programs and institutes serving 5,208
students in 1994-1995 to 2,047 programs and institutes serving 46,514

students in 2004-2005 (Al-Mousa, 2007). This rate of growth indicates an
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increase of almost 53 times, with the number of male students with
disabilities receiving special educational services increasing almost nine
times over 11 years. In addition, special education programs for female
students increased from 18 programs and institutes serving 2,517 students in
1994-1995 to 530 programs and institutes serving 10,651 students in 2004-
2005 (Al-Mousa, 2007), an increase of almost 29 times, with a fourfold
increase over 11 years (Alnahdi, 2014). Furthermore, in 2011, Saudi
Ministry of Education figures showed that more than 18,000 students with
intellectual disabilities received special education services from
approximately 4,500 special education teachers across the country in that

year (ibid).

Clearly, much progress has been made along many fronts in Saudi Arabia,
including increased rates of economic activity, more infrastructure projects,
and manufacturing and public health achievements. The consideration is the
educational field that resulted in great improvement of individuals' standard
of living and their quality of life. These achievements were primarily
realised through joint efforts of both state institutions and the private sector
in mobilising human and financial resources to implement development

plans, particularly those of the last decade. Furthermore, these developments
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allowed Saudi Arabia to join the G-20 as a partner and influential member in

taking part in international decisions concerning the international economy.

According to Dubis and Bernadowski (2014), “with regard to special
education, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) spends a significant amount
of time and effort to support individuals with disabilities. In fact, the
government allocates a large part of its budget to improving special

education and related services in its schools and institutions” (p.168).

2.5 Conclusion

There are many important positive visions for the future of Saudi Arabia
along multiple fronts, as the country has opportunities and resources on
which to base further achievement and progress. In light of the findings
derived from the literature, clear policy and strategies can be presented,
related mainly to progress that can be made by policy makers to ensure
success in all fields. The educational field is one of the most important areas
that can benefit from this progress. As the MoE has increased awareness of
the educational field in general, all Saudi educational organisations should
work toward fulfilling its aims and objectives and face any difficulties by

resolving them together. Furthermore, the Saudi Ministry of Education has
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the perfect opportunity to use its efforts and resources to achieve maximum
accomplishments by implementing the right programs and evaluation
systems, rather than misusing these resources. The important role of the
Ministry lies in its range of procedures that should motivate teachers and

learners to create advanced learning opportunities for all students.

Finally, as it was clarified earlier, the importance of this chapter is to give
the reader a brief background about the country this study was conducted
and how i1t differs from the UK, the country in which the researcher’s PhD

was examined.

The following chapter will discuss existing literature with regards to

children with ASD in Saudi Arabia and worldwide.
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CHAPTER THREE:

LITERATURE REVIEW

3.1 Introduction

Reviewing relevant literature is an essential activity of any academic project
and an effective review creates a solid foundation for the promotion of
knowledge (Webster and Watson, 2002). In this chapter, the researcher
discusses the literature on children with autism in Arab countries, Saudi
Arabia in particular. Moreover, the aims of this research are to examine the
views of parents and practitioners on awareness of children with autism in
Saudi Arabia as well as school provision for students with autism. Therefore,
for this research, the views of the families and educational professionals are
very important, as these are the people who care for and directly
communicate with children with disabilities. This chapter discusses the
relevant literature focused on autism, autism awareness and school provision
for children with autism. While there has been an extensive range of
published research from Western countries, autism arises in all cultures and
countries (Hussein, Taha, and Almanasef, 2011), and therefore additional

research is needed on autism, especially in Arab countries.
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It should be noted that “autism is an umbrella term for a wide spectrum of
disorders sometimes referred as “Autism Spectrum Disorders” (ASD) or
“Pervasive Developmental Disorders” (Ozand, Al-Odaib, Merza, and Harbi,
2003, p. 55). Currently, a global movement exists to bring autism and other
neurodevelopmental disorders to the forefront by highlighting and finding
ways to reduce the burden on those directly affected by these disorders and
on society as a whole (Kheir et al., 2012). To date, the number of children
diagnosed with autism has increased. According to Bishop, Whitehouse,
Watt, and Line (2008), this rate has increased significantly, especially in the
past three years. As a consequence of this increase, some researchers have
argued that these children and their parents are in need of immediate and

extensive support services (Dardas and Ahmad, 2014b).

Furthermore, Park and Chitiyo (2011) found that public attention has
increased among children with autism as a result of promotional activities
from government and non-government organisations. This has drawn the
researcher’s attention, as it is clearly beneficial to understand the level of
awareness of autism in Saudi Arabia to help improve educational services

and increase societal understanding of children with autism. Elsabbagh et al.
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(2012) pointed out that parents, professional groups and government
agencies from all over the world are working to create awareness and

establish support services for children with autism.

According to Murshid (2005), there are only six non-profit centres in Riyadh
that offer therapy services for children with autism and private schools that
are run by either parents of children with autism or non-government
organisations. Thus, the need remains to continue training and implementing
educational outreach programmes with specific goals according to the needs
and available resources of each community. In addition, training

programmes are needed in all Saudi cities, not just Riyadh.

Two main issues have driven the researcher’s decision to conduct this study.
Firstly, it has been noted that research into autism and school provision in
Arab countries is very limited, and thus more in-depth studies should be
conducted. Secondly, as Al-Sharbati et al. (2013, p. 2) pointed out that
“some studies have indicated that teacher’s knowledge toward autism is not
equivalent to that of mental health professionals”. This suggests that the
improvement of teacher and societal knowledge can lead to changing

attitudes. Thus, the primary focus of this research is that a lack of knowledge
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about autism may lead to situations in which children with autism in
mainstream schools are not diagnosed, and therefore, their particular
learning needs are not met. As such “autism is widely acknowledged as
pressing public health challenges due to its negative repercussions on the
family and society precipitated by the inherent tendency for children with
ASD to have a higher level of dependence than other children” (Al-Farsi et
al., 2012, p. 1214). Clearly, these points suggest that gaps in the literature

exist which will be addressed in this study.

The aim of this research is to investigate the views of educational
professionals and families on the awareness of children with autism and
school provision in Saudi Arabia. Therefore, this chapter discusses the main
facets of the work of educational professionals, such as teachers’ and
parents’ views on the awareness of children with autism and school
provision. Hence, this chapter begins by defining key terms, such as Autistic
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and aspects of awareness and school provision

(Section 3.2).

Section 3.3 discusses the history of ASD in Saudi Arabia and the world in

general with respect to its discovery and development. Subsequently,
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Section 3.4 and its subsections outline the prevalence and diagnosis of ASD
among children. Furthermore, as it is crucial to discuss the prevalence and
diagnosis of ASD in order to know the level of ASD awareness in Saudi
Arabia, teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion and aspects of school provision

are examined in Section 3.5.

In addition, this study considers parents’ views on the Saudi education
system, including their feelings, perspectives and the challenges they face.
How the family system and structure operates in Saudi Arabia is outlined to
provide a clear view of the influence of the family in Arab society. In
Section 3.7, the ‘inclusion’ of special educational needs practices is
discussed. However, as mentioned above, due to the lack of research on
autism in Arab countries, the researcher also reviews additional studies that

were conducted in the UK and the USA.

3.2 Definitions for this research

Defining the key terms of any research project is essential. Those key terms

used in this research include ‘autism’, ‘awareness’ and ‘school provision’.

44



3.2.1 Autistic spectrum disorder

The definition of autism has changed over time, as is evident by the many
diagnostic criteria that have been used in both epidemiological and clinical
situations (Elsabbagh et al., 2012). The most recent definition for autism
appears in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth
Edition (DSM-5), which changed the definition to ‘autistic spectrum

disorder’, or ASD for short. ASD is defined as:

Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across
multiple contexts, as manifested by the following currently or by history
(deficits in social emotional reciprocity, deficits in nonverbal communicative
behavior used for social interaction and deficits in developing, maintaining
and understanding relationship, severity is based on social communication

impairments and restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior).

Restricted repetitive patterns of behavior, interest, or activities as manifested
by at least two of the following, currently or by history (stereotyped or
repetitive motor movement, use of objects or speech, insistence on
sameness, inflexible adherence to routines or ritualised patterns of verbal or

nonverbal behavior, highly restricted fixed interest that are abnormal in
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intensity or focus and hyper- or hyperactivity to sensory input or unusual
interest in sensory aspects of the environment)

Symptoms must be present in the early development period (but may not
become fully manifested until social demands exceed limited capacities or
may be masked by learned strategies in later life).

Symptoms cause clinically significant impairment in social and occupational
current functioning as well as other important areas of current functioning.
These disturbances are not better explained by intellectual developmental
delay (DSM-35, 2013, p. 50).

This updated definition was recently applied in Saudi Arabia, which should

affect the level of autism awareness in that country.

The DSM-V and DSM-IV were the sources of previous definitions for ASD.
According to Wing, Gould, and Gillberg (2011, p. 768), the DSM-IV:
Refers to the basic triad problems underlying autism as impaired
social interaction, impaired social communication and restricted
behaviour pattern. The draft of the DSM-V reduces this to two—
impaired social interaction and communication (now regarded as one

conjoined problem) and restricted behaviour (p. 768).
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Another definition by the American Psychiatric Association (2000) states
that the term ASD covers a group of neurodevelopmental disorders that are
defined by impairments within the following three categories: social
interaction, communication skills, and patterns of activities. The ways in
which the lives of parents of children with ASD are affected is discussed

further in Section 3.5.

For the purposes of this research, the definition of ASD is especially
important, because it may be one of the factors that explains the current level
of autism awareness in Saudi Arabia. At the time this study was conducted,
the publication of the DSM-5 was fairly recent, and its criteria had not yet
been used for diagnosing ASD in children. One important feature of autism
spectrum conditions in children is lack of empathy and sympathy, although
this may be linked to another perception. When you do understand, they

respond, so they have empathy but no sympathy (Wing et al., 2011).

To clarify, for individuals with ASD, problems of social interaction are
generally present from birth (Bader & Barry, 2014), unless encephalitis or a
brain injury occurs afterward, which can sometimes lead to autistic

behaviour. Recognising the earliest signs of autism in infants requires an
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experienced professional (or a very observant parent) (Wing et al., 2011).
“DSM-5 will likely decrease the number of individuals diagnosed with ASD,
particularly the PDD-NOS subgroup” (Kulage, Smaldone, and Cohn, 2014,
p. 1918). In particular, a diagnosis of PDD-NOS, which stands for
‘pervasive developmental disorder-not otherwise specified’, indicates the
presence of stereotyped behaviours, interests, and activities. Criteria for
other PDDs or related disorders, such as schizophrenia, however, are not met
(Szatmari, 2011). These are some of the definitions of autism from different

sources.

The following section will discuss autism awareness in the context of this

research.

3.2.2 Autism awareness

The term ‘awareness’ is defined as “the knowledge or perception of a
situation or fact” (Merikle, 1984, p. 449). In this study, the researcher
explores the level of knowledge or perception of autism among teachers.
The aim of this exploration is to examine teacher awareness of children with
autism in mainstream schools. Wolff (2004) pointed out that the rising level

of awareness of ASD has led to many innovative interventions and increased
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access to quality care and education opportunities. Thus, it is important to

investigate this issue as it relates to Saudi Arabia.

According to Merikle (1984, p. 449), “awareness [is] defined as the ability to
make better than chance level, forced-choice decisions concerning either the
identity or the presence of the primes, and, conversely, it was assumed that
observers were unaware of the primes when these decisions were at a chance
level of performance”. As indicated by verbal reports in forced-choice tasks,
‘awareness’ 1s defined in terms of an observer’s ability to discriminate
among several possible stimulus states (Marton and Booth, 1997). However,
Merikle's (1984) belief is that it is unacceptable to define awareness. He
argued that awareness is best defined as the ability to make forced-choice
decisions, and that unawareness is the absence of such ability. This is a
general definition of awareness, and for the purposes of this research, the
meaning of the term ‘awareness’ is the ability to identify and recognise

children with autism in mainstream schools.

A general lack of knowledge and awareness of ASD can result in the
misunderstanding of student behaviour. This can lead to situations in which

students who have not been officially diagnosed with ASD are accepted into
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tertiary schools (Almasoud, 2011). As such, the teacher and society’s overall
ability to recognise the characteristics of children with autism is an
important aspect that has been considered in this research. Thus, this study
accepts Merikle’s (1984) definition, as it is important for teachers to be able
to recognise children with autism. Since school provision is as important as

awareness 1n this thesis, 1t 1s defined and discussed in the next section.

3.2.3 School provision (i.e. educational provision)

School provision is an important topic that has drawn the researcher’s
interest in conducting this research. This study defines ‘school provision’ as
a place where children can learn and be taught in an environmental setting or
perhaps ‘an environment in which children can learn and be taught’. The
main aim of this research is to examine the context of school provision for
children with ASD in Saudi Arabia in either special schools, mainstream
educational environments or at home, as well as why, and who is responsible
for making such decisions. These decisions can be quite complex, and some
researchers argue that educational provision for children with autism in
mainstream schools involves a number of issues (Cigman, 2007; Griffith,
Fletcher, and Hastings, 2012; Pha’draig, 2007). According to Pha’draig

(2007, p. 290), “special education refers to any educational provision which
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is designed to cater for pupils with special educational needs, and is
additional to or different from the provision which is generally made in

ordinary classes for pupils of the same age”.

The following section discusses the history of ASD, which is essential in
determining the level of awareness and understanding of the disorder in

developing countries, such as Saudi Arabia.

3.3 ASD and disability

In section 3.2, the researcher identified three important aspects of this
research and an outline of the general definitions for autism is one of the
aspects. However, in this section the researcher will clarify what she means
by ASD, disability and the theories that are currently being debated. Also,
this section will provide clarification on how useful these definitions are
within the context of KSA. According to Al-Ayadhi (2005), in Saudi Arabia
the ASD is “a neurodevelopmental disorder with unknown etiology. The
etiology of autism is complex, and the underlying pathologic mechanisms

are unknown” (p.265).
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This definition explains that the cause of ASD is still unknown, which might
be one of the reasons behind lack of awareness of autism in Saudi Arabia.
This assumption was confirmed by many Saudi doctoral thesis and articles
(see for example Al-Othman, 2002, Al-Sammari, 2006, Al-Faiz, 2006,
Abusukkar, 2014). However, many theories have discussed autism and how
it can be known or explained such as The Theory of Mind, The Theory of
Executive Dysfunction, The Theory of Weak Central Coherence and The
Theory of Empathizing-Systemizing. Since these theories are not really

related to this study, they will not be explained in detail.

To clarify, autism is a lifelong developmental disability that affects how a
person communicates with other people and how they experience the world
around them. From the researcher’s point of view, children with autism are
not considered disabled because they are able to move, talk, hear and see and
can do all the things that normal children can do but in different ways. It is a
new concept but we can see for example parents who have looked after their
children and supported them which has enabled their children to live and

learn almost like other children.
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The researcher also met the families of children with ASD during her
Masters study. There were a number of children who were diagnosed with
ASD and made good progress in mainstream schools even though some of
the schools were not inclusive. These few cases support Glazzard (2013)
who stated that “my reflections on the ways which we could secure change
are born of an on going belief that children with special educational needs
can effectively work with their mainstream peers and the needs for the
school to meet national expectations” (p.94). This led the researcher to
argue that there is a difference between disabilities and ASD and to support
that children with ASD are different and might have special educational
needs but they are not disabled. Moreover, “autism should no longer be
concepultulized as an extremely rare disorder” (Gillbeg & Wing, 1999,

p.404).

3.4 History of autistic spectrum disorder (ASD)

While the disorder known as ‘autism’ was first identified by Leo Kanner in
1943, the certainty and appropriateness of the terminology used for this
condition has since been extensively debated (Kanner, 1943). Likewise, the
study of autism has changed rapidly over the years, especially in the

literature on the concept and definition of the disorder (Wolff, 2004).
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Historically, many terms have been used to describe autistic spectrum
disorder, and a review of the literature revealed terms such as ‘autism’,
‘autistic syndrome’ (AS), ‘infantile autism’ (IA), ‘childhood autism’ (CA),
‘autistic disorder’ (AD), and the most advanced in the literature: ‘autistic
spectrum disorder’ (ASD). For the purpose of this thesis, Autism Spectrum

Disorder (ASD) is the term used.

Autistic spectrum disorders are neurological pervasive developmental
disorders that impact children’s communication and social functioning
(Shattuck, 2006). ASD is the third most common disability, after cerebral
palsy and mental disorders, that affect children from all cultural and
socioeconomic groups (Dardas and Ahmad, 2014a). However, based on the
literature review, the influence of culture on clinical features of autism
research in the Middle East has been infrequent (Hussein et al., 2011).
Children with autistic disorders often exhibit forms of complex action that
can considerably affect the functioning of their parents and families (Foot,
Howe, Cheyne, Terras, and Rattray, 2002). Recent research conducted in
Saudi Arabia and Egypt hypothesised that “autism is a biological disorder
with a clearly defined phenomenology” (Hussein et al., 2011, p. 2).

However, based on the history of autism, this is clearly not the case. Social
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differences might shape its presentation, as well as the way in which
children with autism are generally cared for and with respect to clinical
interventions. According to Bishop et al. (2008), in the 1980s and 1990s
many children diagnosed with severe language disorders would now be
considered to have ASD. This change is due to the progress in making
diagnoses and in general clinical awareness. Despite the fact that Western
countries established and developed the study of Autism for over 60 years,
this is not the case in Saudi Arabia and other Arab nations. As stated in this
thesis, there is a lack of research on this topic, and most published research

on autism has only been recently conducted.

This section discussed some of the history on the autism spectrum disorder

and listed a few of the major journals that have addressed autism. The

prevalence and diagnosis of autism was also considered in this study in order

to explore the situation regarding awareness of children with autism.

The next section discusses ASD prevalence and diagnosis in detail.
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3.5 Prevalence and diagnosis of autism in Saudi Arabia

3.5.1 Prevalence

“Autism 1s a developmental disorder affecting a growing number of
children” (Park and Chitiyo, 2011, p. 70). According to Almasoud (2011), in
the United States, the number of children with ASD, autism and associated
subgroups has increased to more than half a million, and over the last decade
this figure has grown considerably. Furthermore, in the UK, autism affects
approximately 115,000 families, many of whom encounter difficulties in
obtaining a diagnosis (Midence and O'neill, 1999). In Oman, Al-Farsi et al.
(2010) found that the prevalence of children diagnosed with ASD is
relatively low, i.e. 1.4 per 10,000 children, as compared with other countries
worldwide, such as the UK. However, the authors also indicated that the
overall prevalence in Oman for all forms of ASD was actually estimated to
be 60—70 cases per 10,000 children. Another study conducted by Elsabbagh
et al. (2012) suggested that the low prevalence in the Omani and Jordanian
studies could be due to lack of diagnosis and underreporting of cases, as well
as limited access to service centres. Although these cases do not necessarily
apply to the prevalence of children with autism in Saudi Arabia, they do

provide a general sense of ASD prevalence in Arab countries.
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Further studies on the prevalence of ASD highlighted that in this population
of Arab countries, it is important not only to treat but also to clarify the
hypothesis of whether cultural differences affect the presentation of the
symptoms of the disorder (Amra et al., 2012). As such, knowing the
population of children with ASD in Saudi Arabia is significant in order to
discuss the prevalence of this disorder and to compare the findings with

those of other countries.

According to Yazbak (2004), in 2004 there were an estimated 42,500 cases
of children with autism in Saudi Arabia. However, Yazbak (2004) did not
indicate how this estimate was obtained. This finding supports the fact that
the prevalence of autism in Saudi Arabia is difficult to determine due to its
problematic nature that sometimes makes diagnosis difficult. In fact, a
review of the literature revealed no specific figures on cases that have been
diagnosed as ASD (Murshid, 2011). Furthermore, Yeargin-Allsopp et al.
(2003) found that determining the prevalence of autism cases is challenging,
as diagnoses are often based on the presence of uncommon behavioural
patterns. As a result, the next subsection reviews the literature that examines

the diagnosis of children with autism in Saudi Arabia and worldwide.
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3.5.2 Diagnosis

A diagnosis of ASD is often invaluable for parents, and one study indicated
that identifying the actual condition has helped many parents to better accept
their children (Midence and O'neill, 1999). However, some parents find it
difficult to accept a diagnosis of ASD, and prefer their children not be
diagnosed at all. This research investigates the attitudes and feelings of
Saudi parents towards autism in order to help them gain access to services,
diagnoses and other types of support. As a result, this section discusses the
literature regarding parents’ attitudes toward diagnoses of children with

autism in Arab countries and worldwide.

Talking about the diagnosis and the features that appear on children with
autism 1s one of the most important aspects that should be considered since
misdiagnoses for children with autism are often made, which may lead to
inappropriate or ineffective treatment. There are some °‘signature’
characteristics of children with autism, including, impaired social
interaction, avoiding eye contact and lack of sympathy. It should be noted
that while the way in which autism is expressed in children varies greatly, it

usually follows a general pattern.
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In addition, Murshid (2011) noted that late diagnosis is an issue that appears
in many studies due to the unreliability of specific ASD tests. This is a major
concern that can influence the lives of children with autism, their families
and school provision. With respect to the diagnosis of the phenotype of
autism, the diagnostic criteria reflect more qualitative characteristics usually
associated with extreme delays in developing language and cognitive skills
(Elsabbagh et al., 2012). Moreover, the study highlighted that delayed
intervention in Saudi Arabia may also be due to the limited access of

services.

Autism’s main presentation is still not very clear in terms of environmental
inputs, which means it is considered by many as an ‘invisible’ disorder,
which can make it even more worrying to parents and doctors (Ozand et al.,
2003). Al-Ayadhi (2005) argued that despite the absence of a known cause
of autism, increasing evidence suggests that a variety of factors can cause
the disorder. Murshid (2011) pointed out that although many scientists
believe that both genes and the environment play a role in the pathogenesis
of various neurological disorders, the cause of autism is still unclear. This
fact might be one of the reasons for the lack of general societal awareness of

autism and why it remains so difficult to diagnose. As stated previously,
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most investigators agree that numerous genes acting in concert are involved
that predispose or confer fragility toward the appearance of autism, and
moreover, that the incidence of autism in the world is increasing (Ozand et

al., 2003).

One of the factors that affects the diagnosis of ASD in children is that it is
generally assessed the applicable health, as is the case with countries such as
the UK (Powell et al., 2000). However, this might be different in other
countries, as they rely mainly on doctors to diagnose children with ASD.
However, teachers and families still play an important role in raising initial
concerns about their children with ASD, as it can be an ‘invisible’ disorder.
“Unfortunately, in Saudi Arabia, diagnosis and assessment processes to
determine the eligibility of students for special education and related
services are still not free of shortcomings™ (Alquraini, 2011, p. 154). As a
result, it is often difficult to find competent specialist authorities on autism
in Saudi Arabia, and parents are generally unsure where to go to find
specialists or therapists or about asking teachers for help. Furthermore,
Alquraini (2011) noted that the assessment of children with autism typically
does not begin early enough, often only when the child goes to school. This

is considered a late diagnosis and lack of awareness for the professional will
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delay the diagnosis further. Moreover, most special education and public
schools lack IQ tests, adaptive behaviour scales and multidisciplinary teams

deemed suitable by Saudi cultural standards.

To conclude this section, the current evidence suggests that early diagnosis
of ASD and early educational intervention are essential in optimising long-
term ASD prognoses (Robins, Fein, Barton, and Green, 2001). According to
Almasoud (2011), many difficulties and challenges remain in diagnosing

ASD in Saudi Arabia.

The next section discusses parents’ views regarding the Saudi education

system.

3.6 Parents’ views on the Saudi education system

3.6.1 Parental voice

The perspectives of parents who have children with ASD and how their
quality of life is affected by this disorder are extremely valuable. The need
for early diagnosis and better awareness among health professionals of
developmental problems in young children is an important concern for

parents. Studies conducted in Arab countries indicate that having a child
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with ASD can disrupt family life and result in a number of economic, social,
psychological and physical difficulties (Dardas and Ahmad, 2014b).
However, it is worth mentioning that ASD is a spectrum disorder, which
means individual cases can vary considerably. On the other hand, Alquraini
(2011, p. 152) found that “Saudi cultural values deal with disabilities
according to the policies included in the Quran and Sunnah. This means that
a disability may be perceived as a punishment for someone because he or
she was disrespectful toward a family with a child with a disability. It also
may be a test, and the patience of those who are tested will not go
unrewarded by Allah, who has prepared a place for the patient in Paradise”.
However, few studies found that parents relate their child’s disability to their
religion. Although Arabs are mostly united in a shared culture that is
considered substantially different from that of their Western counterparts, to
date, studies that have investigated the quality of life among parents of
children with autistic disorder in the Arab world are scarce (Dardas and

Ahmad, 2014b).

Some studies have pointed out that having a child with ASD does not
necessarily have a negative effect on parents’ lives (Schieve, Blumberg,

Rice, and Visser, 2007). One important finding that appears in most of the
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literature 1s parental views that delays in diagnoses causes them distress. In
addition, parents state that these delays also waste precious time for
intervention and point out that autism workers require additional tools to
assist in the detection of autism in very young children (Robins et al., 2001).
Clearly, the diagnosis of ASD is still a problematic issue in Western as well

as Arab countries.

In addition, one of the main autism-related parental complaints found in the
literature concern the services provided for their children. Al-Farsi et al.
(2012, p. 1219) argued that “caregivers often complain that their children do
not get expected benefit from such services”. However, some studies have
mentioned that parental perceptions of the nature of the disability may vary
to some extent based on cultural values (Hussein et al., 2011). In contrast,
according to Solomon, Necheles, Ferch, and Bruckman (2007), children’s
disabilities often result in feelings of shame and guilt in Arab societies.
Nevertheless, it should be recognised that Arabs are largely united in a
common culture where loyalty to one’s extended family takes precedence
over individual needs and goals. Additionally, Arab culture has traditionally
held the expectation that older siblings, especially women, should help care

for younger children. The structure and systems of Arab families have been
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discussed in some studies. This could help parents become comfortable
placing children with ASD in the same school as their siblings, knowing that

these siblings can help look after them.

For example, according to Woodgate, Ateah, and Secco (2008, p. 1078),
“the ‘system’ was defined by parents as a conglomerate of all child-related
agencies and institutions (e.g., health care facilities, educational settings)
existing to protect and advance the development of the child with autism”.
However, Dardas and Ahmad (2014a) found that in many cases, parents can
feel a sense of segregation and described a system that was inaccessible in
many ways. For example, parents spoke of a system in which professionals
lacked appropriate training and knowledge of autism and that the provision
and resources to raise and support children with autism were limited and
inadequate. In addition, some studies have shown that parents in Saudi
Arabia are likely to keep children with ASD at home because they think that
the ‘eyes of others’ matter more and that the behaviour of their children will

attract negative attention (Al-Farsi et al., 2012; Woodgate et al., 2008).

It should be noted that parents who have children with autism often

experience greater levels of stress, depression, and despair than parents of
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children without ASD. Moreover, Vernon, et al. (2012) pointed out that the
attitudes of parents about their children’s social weaknesses and experiences
of limited personal contact are likely to have a significant negative impact
on the well-being of the parents themselves. In this article, the authors
pointed out that children’s deficits in social skills were predictive of stress
levels in parenting for mothers of young children with ASD. In addition,
studies have shown that mothers of children with ASD reported higher stress
levels when dealing with their children, including irritability, drowsiness,
hyperactivity, self-care, telecommunications, and shortcomings in social

interaction (Ekas and Whitman, 2011).

Woodgate et al. (2008) noted that parents’ lives are often affected in many
different ways when they have a child with autism. Midence and O'Neill's
(1999) study of parents of children with autism showed that dealing with the
disorder was very difficult and demanding. They reported that non-verbal
communication and bouts of anger and violence were the most difficult
behaviours to manage. This sort of study could help explain why many
parents keep their children with ASD at home. One study, which was
conducted in Oman by Al-Sharbati, et al. (2015), suggested that similarities

could also exist for Saudi Arabian families.
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The question is, does stigma prompt such protection? A number of studies
have shed light on the challenges that parents of children with autism face,
especially the fact that autism often remains undiagnosed up until children
enter preschool (Lam, Wong, Leung, Ho, and Au-Yeung, 2010; Mendoza,
2010; Ozonoff, Williams, and Landa, 2005). On the other hand, Ekas and
Whitman (2011) reported that some parents of children with ASD report a

positive experience and few incidents of stress.

The following section discusses views of parents of children with ASD

regarding school provision.

3.6.2 Family perspectives regarding school provision

Amra et al. (2012) indicated that 60% of children with ASD in Mansoura
(Egypt), Al-Ahsa (Saudi Arabia) and Amman (Jordan) reside at home and
do not attend regular school. However, in the UK and the USA, school-aged
children with autism are generally enrolled in mainstream or special
education schools. Al-Farsi et al. (2012) also found that families in Oman
are likely to go abroad to seek ASD treatment. One of the objectives of this

research 1s to discover whether this is the case in Saudi Arabia as a whole,
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and if so, why. Another point worth considering is the quality of life for
parents and how it affects and vicariously impacts the lives of children with

autism (Lam et al., 2010).

Moreover, the invisible characteristics of autism make it more difficult for
parents to explain the nature of the problems and behaviours of their
children (Schieve, Blumberg, Rice, and Visser, 2007). Although research
suggests a growing understanding of what it is like to be a parent of a child
with autism, more research needs to be conducted in order to understand and
improve the care of children with autism from the point of view of their
parents (Miiller, Schuler, and Yates, 2008). The perspective of parents
regarding child autism awareness and service is one of the contributions that
this research will make to the field. Some studies have indicated that in
urban areas, an increase in household income has led to an improved access
to services, medical care and rehabilitation (Al-Sharbati et al., 2013;
Elsabbagh et al., 2012; Renty and Roeyers, 2006). In contrast, many parents
in rural areas lack sufficient knowledge about ASD intervention and are
unaware of the high cost of related care, and as a result, they often have a
negative outlook on family members who have autism (Amra et al., 2012).

Consequently, the need for increasing awareness of children with autism,
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especially in mainstream schools, is vital in helping parents, changing

outlooks and perceptions and improving society as a whole.

Yazbak (2004) observed that in developed countries children with autism
generally attend regular or special education schools. Unfortunately, this
support is, as yet, largely unavailable in developing countries. Research has
shown that early intervention may help children with ASD to reach
important milestones (Jonathan M., 2010). It has also been noted that
children with ASD who receive early interventions are more likely to
develop better communication skills and fewer uncontrolled behaviours

(Robins et al., 2001).

Moreover, parents can become more likely to recognise the importance of
their role in educating their children, preparing them for school, placing
value on their educational endeavours, demonstrating a belief in their
abilities, encouraging their language development, and rewarding their
efforts (Estes et al.,, 2009). Even if parents’ perspectives on school
placement are not always in the best interest of the child or the school itself,

they still have significant influence on these decisions (Glazzard, 2013). As
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in some cases, the parents want their child in mainstream schools even if the

school is not ready or able to meet their child’s educational needs.

3.7 Special educational needs and inclusion

“Inclusion 1s an educational practice based on a notion of social justice that
advocates access to equal educational opportunities for all students
regardless of the presence of a disability” (Sharma, Forlin, Loreman, and

Earle, 2006, p. 80).

Generally, in Saudi Arabia, the Ministry of Education is responsible for
providing a suitable education for all students with disabilities or special
educational needs (Alquraini, 2011). However, before 1985, children with
disabilities in Saudi Arabia did not receive any type of special education
services (AL-Ajmi, 2005), and the responsibility and duty was placed on
parents to provide all assistants and staff. In 1972, the first institute for deaf
students and those with mental disabilities was established in the Kingdom.
From this point onwards, there was an expansion of the services that were
provided for children with disabilities and regulations were established that
guaranteed rights for people with disabilities. Furthermore, the first

Legislation of Disability was implemented in 1987, which stated that Saudi
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individuals with disabilities had equal rights to other persons in the
community (Algefari, 2010). Therefore, special educational need regulations
and departments were the beginnings of giving children with disabilities the
right to live and to learn as ‘normal’ children. Then the idea of inclusion was

established as, in general, people with disabilities should not be isolated.

Alquraini (2011) stated that special educational needs in Saudi Arabia have
gone through a rapid and dramatic period of improvement. “According to
the Ministry of Education in Saudi Arabia (2008), 96% of students with
multiple and severe disabilities received their education in separate institutes
in 2007-08” (Alquraini, 2011, p. 151). This study suggests that special
educational need for students with disabilities in mainstream schools is still
in its early stages, and this research will highlight the gap in school
provision for children with autism, particularly the extent of the changes
required to meet the legislative requirements of “education for all” (Al-
Sharbati et al., 2013). In addition, Cigman (2007) emphasised the need to
discuss the inclusion or exclusion of children with ASD, and highlighted that
specialised teaching techniques are required, irrespective of the level of
ability. Glazzard (2013) also pointed out that even though they may attempt

to eliminate exclusionary practices, inclusive schools might need to exclude
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some children in order to secure their own existence. In other words, there
are limits to the extent to which mainstream schools can transform their
pedagogical approaches under the umbrella of performativity, even though
the literature has emphasised the relationship between inclusion and

pedagogical transformation (ibid).

In addition, Hussein et al. (2011) found a higher percentage of children with
autism in government schools in Saudi Arabia compared to Egypt, where the
majority of children with autism were educated in private schools. This
suggests that Saudi Arabia’s educational system is relatively more advanced
in terms of accommodating children with autism and integrating resources
and teaching techniques children with special educational needs would need
in a government school. This study, however, will examine this finding by
asking parents and educational professionals about the quality of school

provision for children with autism.

Glazzard (2013) highlighted that “inclusion operates under a regime of
accountability” (p.95). Some researchers have argued that in order to
integrate children with disabilities into mainstream schools, a number of

factors must be considered. First, ‘educational reform is needed to change
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the existing system and rethink entire school curricula in order to meet the
needs of all children. On the other hand, other researchers consider this
unnecessary, and assert that ASD children should follow a modified or
adapted curriculum that fits into existing structures (Robins, 2008). In
addition, some contend that parents have the right to choose the educational
provision for their child (Robson, 1989). Furthermore, other researchers
have pointed out that children with ASD have characteristic requirements
that, in many cases, are difficult or impossible to meet in mainstream
settings (Cigman, 2007; Johnson and Myers, 2007). It has been recognised
that some children with ASD require dedicated small classroom spaces, a
high degree of organisation with experienced and skilful teachers, and
sufficient one-to-one teaching time for each child (Miiller et al., 2008). Still
other researchers have argued the different point of view that educators
should be willing to take some risks regarding social justice. However, this
should not involve placing children in inappropriate educational contexts. It
has also been argued that “inclusion can be a risk for schools if performance

indicators are to be the overriding concern” (Muller et al., 2008, p.73).

According to Glazzard (2013), integrating children with ASD with their

mainstream peers, who can act as role models for language, communication,
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and social interaction for these pupils with communication and interaction
difficulties, 1s one way in which the social skills of children with ASD might

be improved.

To conclude this section, special schools are required for some ASD
children and the idea of inclusion needs to be considered for others.
According to Blacher and Howell (2007, p. 97), “children should not only be
taught social skills, but they also should be equipped with social thinking
strategies so that they can ‘think about others’ thoughts’ and understand the

consequences of their own behaviour”.

It has been pointed out that students with ASD can benefit from inclusion in
mainstream educational settings, and that local authorities should therefore
ensure that they are offered placement in these settings (Muijs and Reynolds,
2001). Throughout the literature reviewed to this point, it seems that parents
still struggle to find the best school provision for their children with autism.
Clearly, many studies indicate that inclusive education systems have faced a
number of difficulties, including teachers’ attitudes, characteristic scheme
constraints in the education system, educational issues and conceptualisation

of roles within the system (Pha’draig, 2007). Another study conducted by
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Boer, Timmerman, Pijl, Minnaert (2012) argued that to start inclusion,
changing educational policy is necessary by creating a more unified
education and standardising provision for all students. This approach will
benefit through the acceptance of children with disabilities in public schools.
Inclusion does not only benefit children with disabilities but also the
children without, through the advancement of their social skills. For that
reason, inclusion became an important matter of debate over the last decade.
However, “implementing inclusion on daily practice is challenging” (ibid,
P.574). The researcher believes that inclusion is part of special educational
needs and will benefit children with disabilities, especially ASD children
who are affected mostly by social skills and anything that requires social
contact. Including them in a healthy social environment, which has a
educated sense of awareness and is able to provide them with all the care,
expert teaching and suitable resources they require, will help parents as well
as the child as they will feel confident and reassured that their children are
well taken care of and uplifted through inclusion. Contrastingly, the
researcher also believes that inclusion in Saudi Arabia is clearly not

effectively applied and is still behind in comparison to the UK and USA.
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To summarise, “inclusion 1s a term which has been used to refer to a number
of educational practice taken toward those who are marginalised by social
and educational practice” (Wilde & Avramidis, 2010). In this study,
inclusion is used to refer to the state of including children who have special
educational needs (SEN) into mainstream schools. Inclusion became a
fundamental and important requirement for all special groups, including
children with autism, considering that inclusion is the only way to achieve
the ultimate goal of mental health, namely happiness and the appropriate
degree of quality of life. Moreover, inclusion is a very practical tool for all
strategies and plans for improving quality of life in integrated and balanced
aspects, not only for the disabled but also for society as a whole. Therefore,
from the researcher’s point of view, the inclusion of children with ASD in
mainstream schools will help them and their parents to be included in
society. In this study, the idea of inclusion and how it works in Saudi Arabia
will be clarified from both parents and professional’s views regarding the

awareness and school provision for children with autism.

3.8 Teacher’s attitudes toward inclusion

This section discusses the attitude of teachers toward children with

disabilities. Many studies, especially those of Western countries, have
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examined the attitude of teachers toward children with disabilities (Jonathan
M., 2010; Pha’draig, 2007; Sharmaa, Forlinb, and Loremanc, 2008). In
general, however, few researchers have specifically investigated the attitudes
that teachers have toward children with autism. As a result, the researcher in
this study inquired in her survey about the attitude of teachers toward

children with autism in particular.

First, Park and Chitiyo (2011, p. 70) defined ‘attitude’ as “a person’s
enduring favourable or unfavourable cognitive evaluations, emotional
feelings, and action tendencies toward some object or data”. The attitude of
a teacher can play an enormous role in the inclusion of children with autism
or other disabilities. For example, when a teacher accepts a child’s disability,
other children may react in the same way and copy the teacher’s behaviour
and attitude (Robins, 2008). In addition, when teachers accept a child with a
disability, the child may also feel welcomed and unashamed of their
disability. Furthermore, studies conducted in Saudi Arabia indicate that the
role of teachers in promoting the successful integration of students with
disabilities 1s vital, as teachers have a major influence in facilitating the

inclusion of students in their classrooms (Alquraini, 2011).
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Unfortunately, teachers’ views on inclusion and their overall attitude of
children with disabilities was not very positive (Hussein et al. (2011). The
literature suggests many reasons for this negative attitude, including a lack
of awareness and knowledge regarding children with disabilities and how to
care for them in an educational context (Al-Makhalid, 2012). Moreover,
another reason for this perspective could be the highly demanding work that
teachers think they may undergo, as Saudi Arabian schools do not employ

assistant teachers or shadow teachers for students with educational needs.

However, it should be noted that Alquraini (2011), in his study on special
educational needs, found that male teachers generally had a more positive
attitude toward integrating students with disabilities and that this attitude
correlated with the level of teacher education. Another study by Al-Faiz
(2006), in Saudi Arabia, showed that teacher experience and having a family
member with disabilities were the two variables that most affected teachers’
attitudes toward inclusion. Furthermore, results of studies pertaining to
teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion vary considerably, with some studies
indicating a positive attitude while others revealed different perspectives.
Similarly, the variables that influence teachers’ attitudes also varied to some

extent in terms of gender, having relatives with disabilities, attending
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training programmes and whether they were qualified general education or
special education teachers. For this study, the author examined all these
variables in order to enhance their awareness and the reasons behind their
attitudes. Supporting this point, Park and Chitiyo (2011) observed that one
result of this unfavourable attitude toward children with disabilities is the
need to conduct more research and examine how this perspective can be
changed. Some researchers have argued that general inclusion of students
with disabilities in classrooms can result in a higher degree of concern and
anxiety among teachers because of additional demands imposed on them

(Sharma et al., 2006).

In contrast, teachers’ knowledge towards children with autism is one of the
main features of this study. To clarify, the second term defined in this
section concerns the meaning of knowledge in general. ‘Knowledge’ can be
defined as “the body of ‘truths’ information or awareness that humans have
acquired or constructed” (Savin-Baden and Major, 2013, p. 214). This
definition is employed in this research because the survey instrument
includes a section that explores the extent of teachers’ general information
and awareness regarding autism. Hussein et al. (2011) found that in Saudi

society, there exists some positive knowledge on autism, largely due to the
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efforts of many non-governmental organisations. It should be noted that the
findings of this study compared Saudi and Egyptian societies, which might
explain their validity. Furthermore, according to Al-Makhalid (2012),
additional research is needed on the knowledge of teachers regarding
children with autism in Saudi Arabia. Kim et al. (2000) hypothesised that to
some extent a lack of knowledge may result in limited social attention
observed towards children with autism, which may be due to difficulties in

perceiving the reward value of social interaction.

Furthermore, Al-Sharbati et al. (2013, p. 1) discovered misconceptions about
autism spectrum disorders among teachers in mainstream schools in Oman,
and found that “we posit that such lack of awareness was likely to be rooted
with socio cultural patterning as well as conflicting views often ‘spun’ by
the scientific community and mass media”. In addition, a recent study
reported a poor level of knowledge of autism among teachers in Oman (Al-
Sharbati et al., 2013). Therefore, it seems that if this is the case in Oman, the
situation is likely to be similar in Saudi Arabia, as Arab culture is relatively
similar across countries. In addition, both of these nations are considered
developing countries, so this research sets out to determine if a need exists

for pre-service teacher training to consider the attitudes, beliefs and concerns
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of teachers. This is crucial in ensuring the most appropriate preparation is
made for teachers to be equipped to provide inclusive education (Sharma et

al., 2006).

It should be clarified that Al-Sharbati et al.'s (2013) study is one of very few
conducted in an Arab nation that sought to explore teacher awareness of the
specific signs and symptoms common in children with autism spectrum
disorder that are characterised by behaviour that varies across children. For
example, the study findings illustrated that a large number of participants
had incorrectly indicated that children with autistic spectrum disorders tend
to be overly talkative. In addition, Al-Sharbati et al. (2013) pointed out the
need to quantify teacher awareness and attitudes toward children with
autism, as it is possible for these children to attend mainstream schools. This
study will identify the gap in previous research in terms of the awareness
and attitude of teachers, along with the situation of school provision for

children with autism.

The following section will summarise this literature review.

80



3.9 Theoretical perspective

According to Creswell (2009, p. 51), “...a theory might appear in a research
study as an argument, a discussion, or a rationale, and it helps to explain (or
predict) phenomena that occur in the world”. Furthermore, a research theory
should evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of qualitative, quantitative,
and mixed research methods in line with the circumstances of the research
(Basit, 2010). According to Barrow and Woods (1988, p. 571), “it is clear
that there are different kinds of theory, or different senses of the word

9

‘theory’”. The starting point for examining the theoretical perspective for
this research is theory in education in general. Many educators appear to
hold in the back of their minds the idea that theory represents the clearest
possible awareness of phenomena, but on the other hand, it has been argued
that there is nothing as practical as a good theory (Thomas, 2007). In an
educational context, theory and practice are often perceived as dramatically
opposed, and issues that may be successful in theory may not always be
useful in practice (Barrow & Woods, 1988). However, some educators argue
that no difference exists between theory and practice, and that we have no
time for theory, as we live in a practical way (Collins & Kneale, 2000). In

contrast, it is necessary to discriminate in identifying theoretical perspectives

to support research, as many commentators contend that theory is essential

81



(May, 2011). Therefore, for any research project, it is essential to select a
guiding theory that represents the closest fit between its theoretical and
practical applications. As a result, General System Theory has been

identified as the most suitable approach for this research.

The rationale behind this decision is discussed in the following section.

3.9.1 General System Theory

As stated previously, this research examines the views of educational
professionals and families on the awareness of, and school provision for,
children with autism in Saudi Arabia. Thus, this research investigates the
educational system in Saudi Arabia as well as the legislation regarding
children with autism in terms of their inclusion. General system theory
(Bertalanffy, 1968) has been identified as suitable for this research, as it
relates to the systems of specific organisations, such as educational systems,
which cover societies, schools, environments, teachers, social workers,
student and parents (Greenfield, 2011). Furthermore, when applied to
education, general system theory does not concentrate on individual
children, but rather views the world around the child, starting with their

parents and family and ending with the environment and society.
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At the time, Bertalanffy (1968) was concerned with the research and theory
of biology (Watson & Watson, 2011). According to Tissot (2003, p. 51) “his
concern stemmed from the failure of the accepted approach (at that time) to
accept the culture of an organism when investigating it”. General System
Theory suits the epistemological position of this research, which states the
world is constructed. However, the definition of ‘system theory’ seems to be
very general, as in “systems theory is an interdisciplinary theory about the
nature of complex systems in nature, society, and science, and is a
framework by which one can investigate or describe any group of objects
that work together to produce some result” (Bertalanffy, 1968, p. 48). Figure
3.9.1 below illustrates how system theory can be used to examine the world

surrounding children and how this world is interrelated.
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Figure 3.9.1 System theory

To clarify, as stated previously, system theory complements the
epistemological position of this research that the world is constructed.
However, the definition of system theory, which seems somewhat general,
states that “systems theory is an interdisciplinary theory about the nature of
complex systems in nature, society, and science, and is a framework by
which one can investigate or describe any group of objects that work

together to produce some result” (Bertalanffy, 1968, p. 48).

Bertalanffy (1968) suggested that a belief in an adaptation of general system

theory could prove to be a major step towards the unification of science. The
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reason for this i1s that general system theory stems from logic-mathematical
terms, which are in themselves purely formal, but are applicable to all
applications concerned with systems (Bertalanffy, 1950). To conclude,
general system theory can be used to explain phenomena that society might
express toward a system, such as the school provision for children with
autism. Thus, applying this theory can help define each category in question

and its effect on such a system (Glazatov, 2012).

For further clarification, system theory is appropriate for this thesis for
several reasons. First, the child is the center of the system theory and this
goes along with the general focus of this thesis. Second, though this study is
about autism, the researcher is not particularly interested in the individuals
themselves, but rather more interested in the layers of support of that
individual child, such as the family and in particular the extended family and
then the second layer of support being professionals. The tension and the
supportive mechanism for the child by working together that parents and
teachers experience is what drew the researcher to this study. This explains
how society and culture in Saudi Arabia are related to one another and can
influence each others’ life which children, teachers and families are all a part

of.
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The next section discusses the epistemological and analogical aspects of this

research.

3.10 Summary

In conclusion, according to Elsabbagh et al. (2012, p. 160), “autism is a
lifelong neurodevelopmental condition interfering with the person’s ability
to communicate and relate to others”. Many children with ASD struggle
with language deficits, social impairments and restricted and repetitive
behaviours, and also face difficulties functioning independently in an

environment (Park, Yelland, Taffe, and Gray, 2012).

This chapter has shown that the majority of studies on ASD or autism
inclusion have been conducted in Western industrialised countries, such as
the United States and the United Kingdom. While several published reports
have discussed the occurrence of ASD in Arab countries (Amra et al., 2012),
more research i1s required on autism, school provision and level of
awareness. Furthermore, Alquraini (2011) pointed out that because very few
studies in Saudi Arabia have explored a teachers’ perspective, it has been

difficult to determine teachers’ attitudes toward children with ASD.
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Research has also examined characteristics of autism spectrum disorder in
Saudi Arabia and Egypt, and has highlighted the influence of culture in
investigating and treating this disorder (Hussein et al., 2011). Similarly, it is
unknown whether Saudi teacher attitudes will track those in other developed
countries, given the significant religious and cultural differences present in
Saudi society. In addition, Alquraini (2011) highlighted the importance of
considering societal values and how they can affect public perceptions of
people with disabilities. Autism is clearly often considered a disorder of
childhood, and those with the disorder bear the consequences of lifetime

costs that increase significantly during adulthood.

However, Wolff (2004) mentions how increasing awareness among teachers,
doctors and the general public towards autism has contributed to the growing
numbers of children being recognised with the disorder. This awareness has
stemmed largely from the promotional activities of parent organisations. In
addition, in the past few years, awareness and understanding of autism has
seen increased recognition around the world, driven in part by the growth of
research evidence (Dardas and Ahmad, 2014b; Elsabbagh et al., 2012).
“Parents of all children, not only those with SEN, need to play an active and

valued role in their children education and be given a real say in the way
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their child is educated” (Jones, 2004, p. 121). The autism spectrum is an
extremely prevalent disorder that is presently the “fastest growing
neurological condition in the world”, over the last six decades; there have

been more families living with ASD than ever before.

This summarises the main findings presented in the literature review. This
chapter has discussed the main facets of this research, including outlining
the definition of autism, awareness and school provision, and the history,
prevalence and diagnosis of autism. It was found that teacher attitudes
toward inclusion and the perspectives of parents had an enormous impact on
this research. System theory, which is the theoretical aspect of this study,
was also illuminated in this chapter. Finally, special educational needs and
the idea of inclusion between pro and exhibitions was discussed. In sum,
Sharma et al. (2006) argued that it is likely that teacher attitudes in Arab
countries are similar to those in Western countries in 1980, although the
others gave no empirical evidence to support this hypothesis. Partially due to
the aforementioned factors, the challenges of raising a child with autism may
carry risks of impeding the ability of parents to provide basic care and
compassion to children with a disabilities (Vernon, Koegel, Dauterman, and

Stolen, 2012).
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CHAPTER FOUR:
METHODOLOGY

4.1 Introduction

Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2006, p.48) pointed out that “research needs to
be defensible to the research and practice communities for whom the
research i1s produced and used”. To achieve the goal for this study, this
chapter presents details of the methodology used to conduct this research.
First, the chapter discusses the aim and purpose of this study and identifies
its research questions. Second, the ontology and epistemology underpinning
this research is discussed, as well as how these reflect on the research
position within an analogical approach. Next, the chapter discusses the
practical issues undertaken during the data collection process, namely for
capturing interview, questionnaire and social media data, and provides
details about the sample of respondents who provided these data. Finally, the

chapter describes the ethical procedures undertaken in this research.
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4.2 Aim of the study

To date, research into the educational provision for children with autism in
Saudi Arabia has been uncommon, which has resulted in a large gap in the
literature. In order to improve the education system in Saudi Arabia for
children with autism, it i1s necessary to examine the situation within Saudi
schools and how parents perceive their children’s educational provision.
Therefore, the aim of this study is to investigate the views of educational
professionals and families on the awareness of, and school provision for,
children with autism in Saudi Arabia. Professionals such as teachers, head
teachers, deputy head teachers and social workers were asked about their
views, knowledge and attitudes toward the presence of children with autism
in their schools, and parents of pupils with autism were also asked for their
perspectives, thoughts and experiences of school provision for their children.
The following section addresses the research questions that arose from these

research aims.

4.3 Research questions

According to Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner (2007, p. 113) “mixed
research... started with researchers and methodologists who believed both

qualitative and quantitative viewpoints and methods were useful as they
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addressed their research questions”. However, the most fundamental aspect
of any research project is that research methods should be identified that
enable thorough examination of its research questions (Johnson &

Onwuegbuzie, 2004).

This study addresses the following research questions:

1. What do parents and educational professionals feel are the barriers to
and enablers of effective educational provision for children with
autism in Saudi Arabia?

2. How do parents and educational professionals feel about the general
awareness of autism in Saudi Arabia?

3. What do parents and educational professionals feel are the barriers to
and enablers of achieving a diagnosis of autism in Saudi Arabia?

4. What other factors do parents and educational professionals feel are
the barriers to and enablers of the provision of education for children

with autism in Saudi Arabia?

It has been argued that research questions can always be examined from
different perspectives (Thomas, 2013). Thus, this section identifies the

theoretical perspective supporting these particular research questions. In
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addition, 1t discusses the roles of the research methods used in terms of

epistemology and constructivism.

4.4 Epistemological / analogical position

Academics in various disciplines attribute a varied range of meanings to the
terminology of research (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). This section
addresses how these worldviews are either constructive or interpretative and
discusses the particular position this research takes. In order to understand
the interrelationship between the key components of research studies,
including methodology and methods, a clear and transparent knowledge of
the analogical and epistemological assumptions that underpin the research in
question is necessary (Grix, 2002). These assumptions can also be referred
to as research paradigms, which are models, viewpoints or conceptual
outlines that help us to shape our thoughts, confidence, views and
performance into a logical whole (Basit, 2010; Bryman, 2012). In this study,
the researcher thought that there is a lack of awareness regarding children

with autism, which affects the school provision of children with autism.

These sorts of paradigms relate to the ideas of this research, which concern

how Saudi educational professionals view their education system in terms of
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including children with autism (or any undiagnosed pupils who may present
with the same criteria for children with autism) and the views of parents who
have children with disabilities on this system. Moreover, this research views
these individuals’ worlds as constructive, which some authors define thus:
“social constructivists hold assumptions that individuals seek understanding
of the world in which they live and work” (Creswell, 2014, p. 18). The
importance of this statement is that individuals who express an opinion have
constructed that opinion based on their experiences of the way the social
world operates. For example, in terms of this research, the perspective of
many parents might be based on their experience with the school local to
them. Generally, the answers that research respondents gave to questions
depended on some of these understandings. To clarify, it is necessary to

explain ontology and epistemology and where this research positions itself.

4.4.1 Ontology
According to Grix (2002, p. 177), “ontology is the starting point of all

research, after which one’s epistemological and methodological positions
logically follow”. Generally speaking, analogical assumptions are concerned
with what we believe establishes social reality. ‘Objectivist’ and

‘constructivist’ perspectives are examples of analogical positions. An
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‘analogical position’ is a declaration that social phenomena and their
meanings exist independently of social actors (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison,
2007). Furthermore, it can be argued that if ‘ontology’ is about what we may
know, then ‘epistemology’ is about how we come to know what we know
(Punch, 2009). This study investigated a social phenomenon related to
children with autism with respect to what Saudi educational professionals

and parents know, and how they know it.

In relation to this research, what we know is that children with autism exist.
What we do not know is how their life is affected from the environment that
they live in. Obviously, the social phenomena that gave the researcher the
idea of this study is that in Saudi Arabia people are socially connected; they
meet every week with their extended family. This connection allows the
social phenomena to spread very easily. For example, one of the social
phenomena that the researcher discovered is that people have no idea what
autism is even if some of them have heard about it before. Therefore, people
might misconceive some children as autistic just because they are not
socially involved. In order to know if this is really what is happening in

Saudi Arabia, the researcher attempted to conduct a mixed method study and
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tried to have a deep understanding from both parents and professionals who

participated in this study.

4.4.2 Epistemology

One of the essential branches of philosophy is concerned with the theory of
knowledge, especially with respect to its methods, validation and ‘“the
possible ways of gaining knowledge of social reality” (Grix, 2002, p. 177). It
has been argued that in research, analogical and epistemological positions
can lead to different views of the same social phenomena (Bryman, 2012).
An ‘analogical position’ is the interrelationship between what a researcher
thinks can be researched, and an ‘epistemological position’ links this to what
we can know about it, as well as how to go about acquiring it (i.e. a
researcher’s methodological approach). Therefore, it is important to
comprehend the impact a researcher’s analogical position can have on what
and how she studies (Kembera & Leungb, 2008). Speaking broadly,
epistemology focuses on the knowledge-gathering process and is concerned
with developing new models or theories (May, 2001), which permits a
researcher to identify the methodology that is most effective to achieve the

aims of a study.
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The suitability of similar standards of research quality relies on the types of
knowledge that different methodological approaches generate and the
varying philosophical perspectives on reality that these call into question. In
general, qualitative research seeks to investigate depth over breadth, and can
be used to examine nuances in lived experiences, as opposed to aggregate
evidence. However, it can be argued that qualitative research is more
contextual and subjective when compared with quantitative research, which
tends to be more generalisable and objective (Sharp, 2009). This argument
has broadened the gap between quantitative and qualitative perspectives, and
significantly influenced the evolution of validity criteria in qualitative
research (Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 2001). In this study, the qualitative
were applied more than quantitative. This will give deeper information about

the social phenomena that were examined in this study.

With respect to this study, what is known is that many children with autism
live in Saudi Arabia, in particular Riyadh. However, what the researcher
seeks to know is the position of these children in terms of school provision.
This research investigates the views of individuals, which suggests that the
most effective way to collect data for this study was through qualitative

methods. However, in order to collect a sufficient amount of data,
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quantitative methods were also used to investigate the views of educational
professionals about the awareness of, and school provision for, children with
autism in Saudi Arabia. This entire process was based on the knowledge of
parents of children with autism and educational professionals. In sum, it can
be concluded that epistemology and ontology are important factors in

determining research methods.

The following section discusses the mixed-method approach for data

collection that was applied in this research.

4.5 Mixed methods

Creswell (2014, p. 3) justified the use of mixed-methods approaches in
research, as “a study tends to be more qualitative than quantitative or vice
versa” depending on the needs of the researcher. For this study, mixed-
method approach was employed to address the research aim. Several
definitions exist for mixed-methods approaches. In general, ‘mixed-method’
studies can be defined as “empirical research that involves the collection and
analysis of both qualitative and quantitative data” (Punch, 2009, p. 288).
Furthermore, Johnson et al. (2007, p.123) stated that “mixed-methods

research 1s the type of research in which a researcher or team of researchers
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combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research approaches (e.g.,
use of qualitative and quantitative viewpoints, data collection, analysis,
inference techniques) for the broad purposes of breadth and depth of

understanding and corroboration”.

However, in the context of this study, the following definition of ‘mixed-
method” was deemed most appropriate: ‘“qualitative dominant mixed-
methods research is the type of mixed research in which one relies on a
qualitative, constructivist-poststructuralist-critical view of the research
process, while concurrently recognizing that the addition of quantitative data
and approaches are likely to benefit most research projects” (ibid, p. 124).
This defin