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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 
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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 
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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 is 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 



 5 

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 
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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 
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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 

intervention.  

 

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 
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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 
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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 
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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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issues 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, is 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 is 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 is 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 is 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 is essential to this 

research, because its aim is 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 is its 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 oil 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 it 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’.   
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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-5, 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’ is 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 in this thesis, it is 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). 



 54 

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 is 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 is 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 is 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 is to discover whether this is the case in Saudi Arabia as a whole, 



 67 

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 (Müller, 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 is 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 (Alqefari, 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 (Müller 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, is 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 is 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 is 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.  
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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 

‘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 
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(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.     

 



 84 

 

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 

 
System 
theory 
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reason for this is 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 is 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 is 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 is 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, it 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 is 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 definition is suitable because it states that while a research method 

might skew toward qualitative methods, in order to gather more data, a 

researcher might also use quantitative approaches, which then results in a 

mixed-method approach. As stated above, mixed-method research is that 

which contains ideas from qualitative and quantitative research domains 

(Johnson et al., 2007).   

 

In addition, mixed-method research is becoming an increasingly popular 

approach in several areas of study, most likely in part because it can provide 
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a better understanding of research problems (Molina-Azorin, 2012). To 

support this point, the goal of mixed-method research is to draw from the 

strengths and minimise the weaknesses of both qualitative and quantitative 

research methods rather than to replace either of these approaches. A further 

advantage of mixed-method research is that it can also help bridge the 

perceived schism between quantitative and qualitative research (Cohen et al., 

2007). In sum, mixed-method approaches are appropriate when neither 

quantitative nor qualitative methods are sufficient in themselves to capture 

the trends and details of a situation (Creswell, Fetters, & Ivankova, 2004). 

 

To underscore a strength of these two main data types, quantitative data can 

facilitate the assessment of generalisability of qualitative data and shed new 

light on qualitative findings during the data analysis stage (Schwartz-Shea & 

Yanow, 2012). Furthermore, during this stage, qualitative data can perform 

an important role by allowing interpretation, clarification, description, and 

validation of quantitative results, as well as by grounding and modifying 

these results (Phillips & Pugh, 2006). As these methods are often perceived 

as requiring more work and financial resources and generally taking more 

time, mixed-method studies may be viewed as a challenge (Molina-Azorin, 

2012). However, Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004, p. 14) stated that 
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“research is value-bound, that it is impossible to differentiate fully causes 

and effects that logic flows from specific to general”. This clarifies that 

using a mixed-method approach in this research benefitted its data analysis, 

as the quantitative and qualitative data were combined to provide a greater 

understanding. 

 

In addition, research methods themselves must be demonstrated to be free 

from analogical and epistemological assumptions, and the choice of which 

methods to use should be directed by research questions (Lieberman, 2005). 

The potential benefits of mixed-method research include that it allows for 

more comprehensive findings, increased confidence in results and validity of 

conclusions, and more insightful understanding of the underlying 

phenomena under investigation (Molina-Azorin, 2012). This approach also 

has the potential to reduce some of the problems associated with using a 

single method of data collection, as it integrates the strengths of both main 

types of data. In sum, the reason for choosing a mixed-method approach for 

this study was that it afforded a greater understanding of the research 

problem through obtaining qualitative and quantitative data from educational 

professionals. Additionally, more comprehensive findings and increased 
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confidence in results were obtained through applying a qualitative approach 

to analysing the data collected from the parents of autistic children.   

 

At the data collection stage, quantitative data can also play a role in 

providing baseline information, can help to avoid “elite bias”, and can 

facilitate the data collection process (Kalayci & Çimen, 2012). Furthermore, 

justification of choices concerning research approaches and connecting 

thoughts across techniques, philosophies, and research questions should be 

evident in any project (Whittemore et al., 2001). Broadly speaking, 

according to Grix (2002, p. 178), “we need to be aware of, and understand, 

that different views of the world and different ways of gathering knowledge 

exist”. However, it is worth noting that all research methods carry both 

benefits and limitations (Frandsen, Walters, & Ferguson, 2013). 

 

4.6 Methods 

The previous section explored and justified the use of a mixed-method 

approach in this research, and this section describes the specific methods 

that were used. Kaplan and Duchon (1988) argued that “combining 

qualitative and quantitative methods proved especially valuable in terms of 

the research” (p. 582). One of the benefits of mixing research methods is that 
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this process can suggest new avenues and modes of investigation that are 

unlikely to occur if one method is used alone. Many researchers would 

benefit from combining research methods, and all researchers should have a 

solid understanding of the methods used by other researchers in order to 

facilitate communication, encourage collaboration and provide greater 

research. As a result of current research trends, the world is becoming 

increasingly interdisciplinary, complex and dynamic (Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004). 

 

For this research, a variety of methods were used to gather data in order to 

investigate the views of educational professionals and parents on the 

awareness of and school provision for children with autism. Data collection 

from surveys, interviews and social media accounts were the three methods 

that the researcher used in this study, all of which were applied at the same 

time. The researcher began by collecting social media data and conducting 

interviews with parents, then she distributed the study survey to Saudi 

education professionals, and finally, she conducted interviews with senior 

education officials in the Saudi Ministry of Education Special Needs 

Department. In terms of the design of the data collection, questions were 

adapted from previous research mentioned in the literature and the tools used 
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in the researchers’ Master’s research. Section 3 of the survey was taken from 

another study, namely and the reference of the article was added on the same 

page of the questionnaire. All the scale and open questions were adapted 

from the tools utilised in the Master’s study. These tools were not piloted for 

the purpose of this research, but they were piloted for other previous studies.  

 

The first data collection method discussed in this chapter is the interviews 

that were conducted with parents and senior education officials. The second 

data collection method is the surveys, which were administered to Saudi 

education professionals. Finally, the chapter discusses the third data 

collection method that was performed via social media accounts (i.e. 

Twitter) and was used to obtain data from parents.  

 

4.6.1 Interviews 

A great deal has been written about the advantages of conducting interviews 

in educational research (Collins & Kneale, 2000; Murray, Bagby, & Sulak, 

2011; Savin-Baden & Major, 2013; Sharp, 2009). The main advantage of 

conducting interviews is that this method allows face-to-face encounters to 

take place and provides opportunities for interviewers to pose probing 

questions about a participant's experience. Consequently, for this research, 
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the interview method provided a means of acquiring potentially rich and 

detailed information (Al-Makhalid, 2012). There are several types of 

interviews, including focused, structured, and semi-structured (i.e. open-

ended or open). Semi-structured interviews permit the researcher to capture 

the opinions of interviewees concerning facts or events, and responses can 

support confirmation of provisional results or interpretations (Alqefari, 

2010). The technique of administering semi-structured interviews is to pose 

questions whose subject and sequence have not been determined before an 

interview (Collins & Kneale, 2000). Another benefit of employing this 

technique is that it permits flexibility in addressing the subject matter and 

the sequence of questions according to each individual respondent (Al-

Makhalid, 2012). This flexibility in format and structure means that an 

interview can be modified to suit different research purposes. In addition, the 

flexibility of this approach allows the researcher to ask further questions 

when necessary to obtain a deeper understanding of an interviewee’s 

perspectives. However, one of the disadvantages of conducting semi-

structured interviews is that they require a certain sensitivity that must take 

into account the manner in which the researcher and the respondent interact. 

In addition, the flexibility in format and structure of this interview type 
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means that the interview can be modified to be suitable for the needs and 

purposes of different research. 

 

However, the main disadvantage of collecting interview data is that it can be 

time-consuming and expensive, particularly if a study involves data 

collection from an extensive sample. In addition, analysis of in-depth data 

also requires a lot of time (Cohen et al., 2007). Furthermore, the presence of 

a researcher in an interview can influence a respondent’s answers in a 

negative or positive way. Burton, Brundrett, and Jones (2008, p. 73) claimed 

that “the most serious disadvantages of interview are the cost and the lack of 

confidentiality and anonymity”. For example, respondents might feel 

uncomfortable or threatened when asked questions that relate to personal 

issues, such as drug use, domestic violence or sexual behaviour. As a result, 

some respondents may choose not to participate in an interview, and those 

who do participate may conceal or alter their answers or give only socially 

desirable responses (Clough & Nutbrown, 2012; Punch, 2009). Finally, it is 

possible that during interviews a researcher may influence respondents, 

consciously or unconsciously, through facial expressions, intonation, 

pausing at certain points, asking leading questions or other indirect signs 

(Creswell, 2014). 
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It is important to note that from preschool onwards, Saudi Arabian schools 

are separated by gender, including university level (see Chapter 2, Section 

2.3). Consequently, women cannot enter male schools and men cannot enter 

female schools. As a result, this female researcher was required to interview 

senior male educators via phone. This proved to be time consuming, as 

many government employees could not be interviewed during business 

hours, which sometimes made it difficult to arrange mutually convenient 

interview times. Second, it was often difficult for the researcher to explain 

her research clearly and persuade male senior educators to share their 

perspectives in an interview. For this reason, the researcher interviewed 

female professional educators. Interviews with these women were scheduled 

according to their availability and preference for phone or face-to-face 

communication. 

 

For this study, the researcher went to Riyadh, Saudi Arabia to conduct 

interviews with senior educational professionals and parents. Ten semi-

structured interviews were conducted with parents, and five with senior 

educators. Both the parents and the educators were given the opportunity to 

set their respective interview times, so that the researcher could schedule 
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them according to their availability. As all of the interviewees preferred to 

be interviewed by phone and contacted the researcher when they were 

available. In addition, after obtaining ethical consent, all of the interviewees 

agreed to allow the researcher to record their interviews. Finally, the 

researcher assured all interviewees that their recordings would be strictly 

secured and that their information would only be used for the purposes of 

this study. 

 

4.6.2 Questionnaires  

In addition to using interviews, administering questionnaires is a useful 

method for gathering relatively large quantities of data from large samples 

within time and resource limitations. Questionnaires are often used to gather 

information about attitudes, behaviours, activities and responses to events, 

and usually consist of a list of written questions (Thomas, 2007). 

Respondents complete questionnaires either under timed conditions, by post, 

or by responding to researchers directly who, armed with the questionnaire, 

pose questions directly (Creswell & Clark, 2011).  

 

Many scholars have asserted that using questionnaires is the most efficient 

means of collecting data (Cohen et al., 2007; Creswell & Clark, 2011; Savin-
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Baden & Major, 2013). However, it can be argued that the use of 

questionnaires for research purposes is not without its difficulties. Typically, 

questionnaires are administered to gather data about conditions and practices 

and are used to ascertain attitudes and opinions of respondents about an 

issue, object or situation (Al-Makhalid, 2012; Clough & Nutbrown, 2012; 

Sharp, 2009). However, in order to be used effectively, questionnaires must 

be well designed in a manner that is easily understood by respondents and is 

likely to produce accurate responses. In addition, researchers should bear in 

mind that respondents may not always be pleased to respond to a 

questionnaire, and that enthusiasm to respond carefully and honestly, if at 

all, might be low (Kalayci & Çimen, 2012).  

 

“A variety of software tools are now available for conducting Internet 

surveys and they are becoming an increasing sophisticated and easy to use” 

(Solomon, 2011, p. 1). For the purposes of this study, the researcher 

attempted to avoid this problem by setting up a questionnaire using the web 

survey application “Survey Monkey” and by attempting to distribute her 

questionnaire to a large sample of educational professionals. It is important 

to produce research outcomes that are measurable and presented in a way 

that can be generalised to a certain extent and allow for useful results. 
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Consequently, the potential to reproduce results in similar environments, 

though with limited precision, is important (Sandelowski, 2000). In addition, 

the questionnaires used in this study contained open-ended questions, and 

thus invited respondents to share viewpoints without the limitations of 

selecting predetermined answers provided by the researcher. This allowed 

for a qualitative constituent to the data collection process in addition to the 

already quantitatively rich questionnaires (Alqefari, 2010).  

 

Many procedural considerations should be taken into account when 

developing a questionnaire that is faithful to the original aims of a study. 

The data collection process should be initially addressed through a reflection 

on the purpose, aims and objectives of the study and on the research 

question to be addressed. It is vital for questionnaire questions to be written 

in accordance with the basic content and aims of the inquiry, such as “what 

are the subjects we are absorbed in and why?” and “which questions will 

produce meaningful answers?” (Creswell, 2014, p. 56). Furthermore, 

questions should form an actual pre-coded logical order and allow for the 

acquisition of clear data. For this study, the aforementioned technique was 

vital in shaping the questionnaire and allowed the research to be more 

focused and specific. 
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However, few studies appear to present satisfactory evidence of validity of 

the numerous courses for developing questionnaires that evaluate teaching. 

For this project, the researcher designed the questionnaire to directly address 

the research questions. The questionnaire was divided into four sections: 1) 

general information about the educational professionals; 2) questions about 

the practitioner’s knowledge of autism; 3) a belief scale that contained a 

selection of statements to which the respondents agreed or disagreed; and 4) 

an open-ended section in which respondents could express any comments or 

concerns. The educational professionals’ knowledge about autism was by far 

the most important facet of the questionnaire.   

 

4.6.3 Social media 

The final source of raw data for this thesis is through the use of social media.  

It has been argued that social media in general exhibits a rich variety of 

information sources, however the fact that the quality of social media data 

has varies greatly from very high-quality to low-quality items, and 

sometimes content is abusive, is the main challenge posed by content on 

social media sites (Agichtein, Castillo, Donato, Gionis, & Mishne, 2008). 

Social media content has become indispensable to millions of users, 
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specifically, community question/answer portals which are a popular 

terminus of users looking for assistance with a specific situation, for 

entertainment, and for community interaction (Agichtein et al., 2008; 

Bryman, 2012). Generally speaking, the idea of using social media in 

research studies to collect data is fairly new (Cohen et al., 2007) and requires 

detailed knowledge of content (Bryman, 2012). However, some researchers 

think that recent coverage of previous research prejudices the fact that 

significant numbers of people do not have access to or choose not to use the 

Internet is of greatest concern to researchers (Solomon, 2011). It is clear that 

using social media in collecting data for research is not an easy option, and it 

has a number of limitations, as access to the Internet cannot be assured for 

all people. Recently, researchers have discovered the use of the Internet for 

sample enrolment, not only for online surveys but also to make experimental 

judgments (Ahn, Gubbels, Yip, Bonsignore, & Clegg, 2013). 

 

As Frandsen et al. (2013, p. 247) found, “social media (e.g., Twitter, 

Facebook, Google+) represent a relatively new online avenue for recruiting 

not only general population samples but also specific population cohorts”. 

Cohen et al. (2007) suggested that social media methods can be applied to 

the accounts of a number of people who share aspects of their lives. Twitter 
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is one of the social media applications through which participants can share 

their ideas and thoughts. To clarify, those with Twitter accounts can follow 

the accounts of those who share their interests, and one can share any idea or 

thought through tweets. However, tweets cannot be any longer than 170 

characters. For this study, through following the accounts of some parents of 

children with autism, the researcher became more interested in exploring this 

further. The researcher found that Twitter accounts she followed frequently 

showed a mix between parents willing for their children and others 

expressing their concerns and complaints. However, it is important to keep 

in mind that the Internet is, in a sense, a public place, and in a research 

context, unless measures are taken to limit access to Twitter accounts, they 

may be responded to by people who are not among those sampled by the 

researcher (Gilbert & Karahalios, 2009). The researcher used twitter data as 

new tool and identified the difficulties as well as the risks of using such a 

new data collection method. 

 

As previously mentioned, the idea of collecting Twitter data for this study 

came from seeing the number of Twitter accounts run by parents of children 

with autism in Saudi Arabia. The researcher thought this could be a fruitful 

resource for data collection, and that she could post some questions to the 
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parents who have children with autism regarding the awareness of and 

school provision for these children. However, as Cohen et al. (2007) 

indicated that the procedure for following such methods should be to specify 

to whom the researcher is posing questions, and what acts and situations 

involve. Also, researchers must make choices and take responsibility for 

their actions. Furthermore, problem preparations must respect the meaning 

of the act to the researchers. On the other hand, the researcher knew that 

clarifications about what respondents wrote on Twitter to answer her 

questions should respect the meaning of the acts to the actors themselves. In 

other words, the researcher had to indicate in the Twitter personal account 

information that the account was to be used for data gathering purposes, that 

she was a PhD student, and that any participation could be used in her study. 

The ‘personal account information’ is something that all Twitter accounts 

have where the account holder can write anything . Generally speaking, this 

information is an explanation of the purpose for the account or the account 

holder’s interests or profession. The following figure (3.1) shows an image 

of how the Twitter account the researcher used appears, and her personal 

information, as well as the number of followers, those she follows, and 

tweets.  
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Figure 4.2 Twitter screenshot 

 

To conclude, “social network data analysis would seem to have a useful role 

to play in educational research by providing a technique for dealing with the 

bulk and the complexity of the accounts that are typically generated in 

qualitative studies” (Cohen et al., 2007; p. 389). Therefore, the researcher set 

up a Twitter account to gather data from parents of children with autism. She 

then posted tweets explaining her study, the intentions behind the account, 

and her bio. Examples of responses to the researcher’s Twitter queries are 

provided in Chapter 5, Section 5.2.   
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4.7 Sample 

In quantitative research, it is significant to ensure that the number of 

participants in a given sample is sufficient for statistical analysis purposes 

and to understand any possible limitations or biases in the sample (Murray et 

al., 2011). Furthermore, the kind of sampling used in a study is one of the 

most important features distinguishing what is known as ‘qualitative inquiry’ 

from ‘quantitative inquiry’ (Sandelowski, 2000). At the research design 

stage, quantitative data can support the qualitative component of a study by 

classifying representative sample members as well as distant ones (Kalayci 

& Çimen, 2012). Ideally, quantitative research involves probability sampling 

to permit statistical inferences to be made, and qualitative research typically 

involves purposeful sampling to enhance understanding of information-rich 

cases (Sandelowski, 2000). In addition, purposeful sampling is generally 

focused on or toward the development of idiographic information from 

generalisations and about individual cases.   

 

Probability sampling is primarily concerned with the development of 

‘nomothetic’ knowledge, or that which generalises from samples to 

populations (Punch, 2009). However, employing a mixed-method approach 
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has implications for the sampling strategies employed in this research. At the 

most basic level, there are two broad approaches to sampling: random (i.e. 

probabilistic) and non-random (i.e. non-probabilistic). To clarify, a ‘random 

sample’ is a sample taken from a population or set of cases that is premised 

on the idea that every individual or case within has an equal probability of 

inclusion (Bryman, 2012). On the other hand, ‘non-random sampling’ 

involves the selection of individuals or cases when such a requirement is 

deemed unnecessary (Cohen et al., 2007). In some cases, mainly those that 

concern qualitative studies, samples are selected with explicit purposes in 

mind, which is usually a choice that leans towards the generation of relevant 

or rich data, as is the case for this research project. However, Johnson and 

Onwuegbuzie (2004, p. 18) stated that “gaining an understanding of the 

strengths and weaknesses of quantitative and qualitative research puts a 

researcher in a position to mix or combine strategies and to use what 

Johnson and Turner (2003) call ‘“the fundamental principle of mixed 

research”’. Until a point of informational redundancy is reached, researchers 

will sample participants in scoring categories until they have collected data 

from enough cases in each scoring category to allow them to draw 

conclusions about the validity of the result or to elaborate on and clarify the 

result (Sandelowski, 2000). In the vast majority of empirical research 
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studies, quantitative samples are non-random, which makes them weak in 

terms of both inference quality and generalisability (Kalayci & Çimen, 

2012). This is one of the limitations for this research project in terms of 

sampling, which will be discussed later in the conclusion chapter. In order 

for the findings of a well-designed research project to be generalised to a 

broader population, the sample in question needs to be truly representative 

of this population (Muijs, 2004). 

 

Despite these concerns, purposeful and probability sampling techniques can 

be successfully combined. For this study, the qualitative and quantitative 

data samples constitute opportunity sampling, as the researcher was 

interested in capturing the perspectives of professional educators. A 

selection of primary schools (for both boys and girls), private schools and 

schools solely for children with autism were considered for participation in 

the study so there wasn’t a special criteria for choosing the sample of 

schools. In addition, the researcher’s aim was to collect at least 250 surveys, 

conduct 10 interviews with school officials, and have discussions with at 

least 15 parents of children with autism through social media, specifically 

Twitter. Mixed-method research approaches typically contain an unlimited 
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selection of combinations of sampling, data collection and analysis 

techniques (Cohen et al., 2007).  

 

The following subheadings will provide information on how the researcher 

located her sample and contacted them and will present the challenges faced 

during the data collection process. 

 

4.7.1 Twitter data  

With the expanding use of social media, the researcher used a Twitter 

account due to its popularity, and because of the researcher’s interest in 

SEN, she was following most of the well-known Saudi public accounts in 

which topics about SEN or ASD were usually discussed. On these accounts, 

parents were posting their complaints and sharing their struggles with the 

activists in these areas. Other parents, on the other hand, were guiding the 

new parents who were asking about autism centers, diagnoses and early 

intervention.  When the researcher decided to conduct her study and collect 

data, she started to post questions regarding her study that emerged into her 

mind at that time of completing her literature review and were adopted from 

her master’s degree interview. Initially, it was very challenging for the 

researcher to get answers on her posts until she realised that by mentioning 
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well-known accounts and getting retweeted by them, her tweets will be seen 

and will become recognised by more users. Therefore, the researcher was 

able to gather a following, and interaction and participation increased. This 

allowed the researcher to collect data from parents from their bios and 

previous tweets.  

 

4.7.2 Interview sample 

The interviews were mainly conducted with 10 parents (9 female, 1 male) 

and 5 professionals (4 female, 1 male). The total number of the participants 

in the interviews were elicited using two methods. In terms of interview, the 

sample was mixed. Twitter users responded in private when the researcher 

posted if anyone was willing to participate in an interview. Also, when she 

returned to Saudi Arabia, she visited centers that specialise in offering 

support to children with ASD and asked the head of these centers to 

distribute her information sheet to the parents. Not all parents who initially 

contacted her continued and completed the interview as some of them 

withdrew during the interview and others postponed due to their busy 

schedule but did not complete the interview in the end. To get the data from 

the professionals, the researcher herself visited the Ministry of Education. 

Professionals in this study include teachers, supervisors and leaders. After 
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the researcher got the approval from the parents and the processionals to 

participate, the interviews were scheduled.   

 

4.7.3 Survey sample 

Before distributing the questionnaires, the researcher visited 20 public 

schools, 13 girls’ and 7 boys’ schools in Riyadh. The samples of the 

questionnaire were collected by distributing them by hand when the 

researcher went back to Saudi Arabia (Riyadh). She visited approximately 

20 schools and met the head teacher in each and give her the information 

sheet including the consent form, which a detailed information regarding the 

study and asked them if they are willing to let her school and teachers 

participate in the study. After obtaining approval from the headteachers, 

copies of the questionnaires were distributed and a total of 20schools were 

visited. Among these 20, 2 head teachers refused to participate and the other 

18 completed the consent form and distributed the survey to the teachers. 

However, not all were retuned.   

 

4.8 Data analysis 

To expand the scope and improve the analytic power of their studies, 

researchers have increasingly turned to mixed-method techniques. In the 
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face of this, these techniques are neither paradigm nor method-linked; rather, 

researchers’ orientations toward inquiry and their methodological 

commitments influence how they use them (Sandelowski, 2000). Data in this 

study was analysed based on the type of data. Twitter data and interviews 

were analysed using thematic as well as line-by-line techniques and using 

different colour highlights to identify the themes that emerged. After 

collecting the data, all recorded conversations were transcribed and data 

collected from questionaries’ was analysed using SPSS.  

 

To further explain the data analysis for the three methods used in this 

research, the next subheading will explore in detail how the researcher 

analysed the data. 

 

4.8.1 Interview analysis: 

Firstly, the researcher listened to the recorded interview several times then 

transcribed all the interviews into Arabic, the language the interviews were 

conducted in. The data was analysed using thematic and line-by-line 

techniques so themes that relate to the aims of the study and that had been 

discussed in the literature review chapter started to emerge. The researcher 

read all the interview line by line, highlighted and coded all the ideas that 
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she needed to use in the analysis data as direct quotes. To ensure the 

accuracy of translation, all direct quotes were given back-translation to 

ensure the meaning was retained. Furthermore, the translations were checked 

by another PhD student whose mother tongue in Arabic. Examples of the 

transcribed interview are attached in appendix ( J ). 

 

4.8.2 Twitter analysis: 

Data from Twitter accounts were sorted according to each theme that 

emerged from the questions asked, which were based on the literature 

review. There was a total of 60 tweets from 15 different accounts, and 

almost each person shared their opinion with almost 4 tweets not necessary 

for the same questions.  Example of these Tweet are attached in appendix ( I 

). All tweets were analysed using thematic and line-by-line techniques, and 

the direct quotes were translated back and forth to ensure the English 

translation was accurate. 

               

4.8.3 Survey analysis: 

There was a total of 242 surveys returned, which were analysed using SPSS. 

The researcher asked for help in using the SPSS software, and she chose to 

present the data in chapter six. Only the open-ended questions, which were 
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in Section 4, were analysed using thematic and line-by-line techniques. In 

total, there were approximately 92 surveys, which answered the open ended 

questions. Examples of these answers are attached (in appendix J). All 

themes and coding that the researcher came up with are based on the 

research questions and the literature review. 

 

4.9 Research Authenticity  

In this section, research reliability and validity is the main focus, as these are 

the two criteria most widely used to determine whether or not a research 

instrument is viable (Kembera & Leungb, 2008). Since this research project 

utilises a mixed-method approach, triangulation will also be considered in 

more detail.  

 

4.9.1 Validity and reliability 

Validity and reliability are important aspects of successful and defensible 

research studies. As Cohen et al. (2007, p. 133) stated, “if a piece of research 

is invalid then it is worthless”. Many authors have studied validity and 

reliability in great depth, and various definitions of these terms exist (Burton 

et al., 2008; Cohen et al., 2007; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Punch, 2009; 

Thomas, 2007). However, to summarise, “validity simply means the degree 



 124 

to which a study’s results should be trusted” (Murray et al., 2011, p. 35). 

Generally speaking, ‘reliability’ refers to the consistency of the results of an 

assessment (Oktay, Jacobson, & Fisher, 2013).  

 

In addition, the term ‘reliability’ refers to the extent to which a research 

instrument, such as a test, will yield the same results on different occasions 

(Ribbens McCarthy & Edwards, 1997). Collins and Kneale (2000) stated 

that claims based on prior knowledge that are validated under a dominant 

model become suspect if the epistemology used to validate this knowledge 

comes into question. In mixed-method approaches, considerations of 

‘validity’ are still in their infancy. Many feel that the validity criteria used in 

quantitative perspectives are inappropriate for qualitative research, as 

qualitative research is based on entirely different epistemological and 

analogical assumptions (Whittemore et al., 2001). In fact, Onwuegbuzie and 

Johnson (2006, p. 55) argued that “because validity is the test of this 

correspondence, validity does not exist because there simply is no single 

reality, with truth being partially arbitrary as individuals interact with their 

worlds”. Therefore, the authors concluded that using the term ‘validity’ in 

mixed-methods research could be counterproductive. Furthermore, it has 

been argued that developing validity standards for qualitative research is 
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challenging due to the necessity to incorporate rigour and subjectivity as 

well as creativity into the scientific process (Whittemore et al., 2001). In 

each mixed-methods research study, investigators must manage challenges 

of representation, legitimation, and integration, but negotiations about 

validity issues that describe these problems are still in their relative infancy 

(Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006).  

 

Generally speaking, based on positivistic philosophy, initial 

conceptualisations of validity were directly applied to the reliability and 

validity standards of quantitative or experimental research (Kaplan & 

Duchon, 1988). Although judgment is necessary to determine the optimal 

weight of each criterion for a given study, there is a need for common 

validity criteria in qualitative research (Collins & Kneale, 2000). 

Furthermore, research quality depends on honest and forthright 

investigations are, and searching for alternative explanations and a self-

critical attitude is imperative (Frandsen et al., 2013). Even so, every study 

contains biases and particular threats to its validity, as all methods have 

limitations, and research involves multiple interpretations as well as the 

moral and ethical components inherent in judgment.  
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As a result, what becomes most important is to determine the validity 

standards of a particular study (i.e. its criteria), to employ the optimal 

methodological techniques, and to critically present the research process in 

detail (Kembera & Leungb, 2008). Validity cannot be assumed, and the 

presentation of research findings must invite the opportunity for critical 

reflection by consumers. This is the importance of explicating “how we 

claim to know what we know” (Whittemore et al., 2001, p. 522). One major 

possible concern is that it would be difficult to argue that a study is valid if 

its results are not reliable (Murray et al., 2011). Hence, validity and 

reliability are interconnected. Kembera and Leungb (2008, p. 352) state that 

“reliability has proved much easier to establish as there are readily available 

statistical tests”. This means that ‘validity’ represents the truthfulness of 

findings, whereas ‘reliability’ refers to the stability of those findings 

(Whittemore et al., 2001). Cohen et al. (2007) pointed out that research is 

valid in the sense that it is appropriate in kind and, within that kind, 

sufficiently complete and faithful, and reliable in the sense that there exists 

an acceptable level of agreement as to how to use the network system to 

describe data. On the other hand, any system of description needs to be both 

valid and reliable. In terms of addressing validity in both approaches, 

validity in qualitative and quantitative data is addressed differently. For 
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qualitative data, questions of validity can be addressed through the honesty, 

depth, richness and scope of the data collected, the participants approached, 

the extent of triangulation and the objectivity of the study. For quantitative 

data, validity can be enhanced through careful sampling, suitable 

arrangement and suitable statistical treatment of data (Schwartz-Shea & 

Yanow, 2012). 

 

To conclude this section, one way this research was conducted to ensure the 

validity and reliability of its data was to employ a mixed-method approach 

so that its quantitative data could be confirmed through the analysis of its 

quantitative data. In addition, triangulating the data analysis ensured the 

reliability and validity of this data.  

 

The following section discusses triangulation in more detail.    

 

4.8.2 Triangulation 

Campbell and Fiske (1959) referred to the idea of triangulation as “multiple 

operationalize,” in which more than one method is used as part of a 

validation process to ensures that any explained variance appears as the 

result of the underlying phenomenon or trait and not the research method 
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(e.g., quantitative or qualitative) (Johnson et al., 2007). The technique of 

using a variety of sources to support research results is called triangulation 

(Murray et al., 2011). Therefore, it could be said that ‘triangulation’ 

constitutes different approaches to studying the same phenomenon, and 

seeks to affirm convergence and validation of research results (Molina-

Azorin, 2012). Therefore, Kaplan & Duchon (1988, p.582) claim that 

“triangulation of data from different sources can alert researchers to 

potential analytical errors and omissions.” Furthermore, through 

triangulation, researchers can check the robustness of results as findings can 

be strengthened, especially if multiple methods are used (Kaplan & Duchon, 

1988). Researchers will inevitably obtain information for convergent validity 

and, thereby, also achieve the purpose of triangulation in the process of 

sampling for complementarity (Sandelowski, 2000). 

 

It should be mentioned that triangulation approaches are perhaps not suitable 

for all research purposes, but due to their comprehensiveness they do hold 

certain advantages, such as allowing researchers to be confident of their 

outcomes, encouraging the development of creative ways of collecting data, 

leading to denser, richer data, and discovering contradictions (Johnson et al., 

2007). In addition, to best understand a research problem, a researcher’s 
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intent on using this model should triangulate her methods by gathering both 

quantitative and qualitative data simultaneously and integrating these two 

forms of data (Creswell, Fetters, & Ivankova, 2004). Consequently, 

triangulation is an important aspect of research, and should be considered 

when applying mixed-methods approaches in research projects. 

 

For this study, the researcher used triangulation to strengthen her mixed-

method design and triangulated the qualitative and quantitative data by 

viewing it from different approaches. As Azulai and Rankin (2012, p. 125) 

stated, “the overarching principle of triangulation in quantitative and 

qualitative research is that multiple viewpoints allow for greater accuracy of 

the interpretation of the research findings”. 

 

4.10 Ethical considerations 

Creswell (2009, p. 175) asserted that, “ethical issues in research command 

increased attention today”. As a result, through reflection on this research 

process, the ethical considerations that needed to be anticipated were 

extensive. However, as Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007) pointed out, 

ethical concerns can stem from the kinds of problems examined by social 

scientists and the methods they use to gain valid and reliable data. Moreover, 
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researchers are inevitably responsible for all aspects of the research process, 

and for the reliability of results (Punch, 2009). This researcher attempted to 

address all ethical concerns in undertaking this project and made use of 

available literature in the field. As many authors indicate, privacy, 

anonymity, confidentiality and betrayal are the most important elements in 

conducting education-related research that a researcher is required to 

consider (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Punch, 2009; Savin-Baden & 

Major, 2013). 

 

In this study, the information sheets distributed to participants contained all 

the pertinent ethical information that needed to be divulged to participants, 

such as procedures to protect confidentiality and anonymity. Additionally, 

all respondents were assigned a discrete identification number (ID) to 

distinguish their responses from those of other participants, which ensured 

that the records of this study would be kept confidential and that no 

identifiers would link participants to the study or be included in any 

published report. The research records for this study will be stored securely 

in a locked filing cabinet and on a password-protected computer, where only 

the researcher and the researcher’s supervisor will have access to the 

records. In addition, the researcher offered to send a summary of the 
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research results to all respondents electronically via email if requested. 

However, in any case, it is important to mention that all research data for 

this project will be destroyed after five years.  

 

The researcher considered the ethics process very carefully and completed 

all ethics documentation required by the University of Reading. In addition, 

the researcher was aware of the ethical issues that can occur at all stages of 

the research process, beginning with the researcher’s choice of topic, why it 

is important, and who will benefit from this research (Punch, 2009). The 

University’s Ethics Committee was also sent the consent forms for all 

involved in this research for approval. As a result, this project has been 

reviewed following the procedures of the University of Reading’s Research 

Ethics Committee and has been given a favourable ethical determination for 

conduct. 

 

Research consent forms can be defined as “the procedures in which 

individuals choose whether to participate in an investigation after being 

informed of facts that would be likely to influence their decision” (Diener 

and Crandall 1978, cited in Cohen et al., 2007, p. 52). In order to begin 

collecting data and visiting schools, the researcher gained written approval 
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for this project from the Saudi Ministry of Education, which was provided in 

writing to the head teachers involved in the study. In addition to this letter, 

the researcher gave all head teachers the information forms for the surveys 

and interviews. These forms were used to give the head teachers and any 

other participant from the schools involved a full understanding of what they 

would be expected to contribute, and how they could contact the researcher 

if they had questions or wished to change their mind about participating.  

 

Moreover, the researcher gave the senior educational professionals involved 

in the study the consent form so that they could indicate if their school’s 

staff were willing to participate, whether they were prepared to be 

interviewed and if they would object to being recorded. However, it should 

be clarified that the data collection procedure was dependent on the type of 

school involved. In the case of girls’ schools, the researcher entered each 

school and met with its head teacher, gave her the approval letter and the 

consent form and then waited for her to respond. Nevertheless, because the 

boys’ schools are separate in Saudi Arabia, and women cannot access these 

schools, in the same way as men cannot access girls’ schools, the procedure 

was different. In these cases, the researcher went to the boys’ schools and 

gave the head teacher the approval letter and consent forms and waited 
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outside the school gate for his response. When the head teachers agreed that 

their school would participate, they indicated this in the appropriate box on 

the survey. The researcher also asked in advance if she should administer the 

survey in schools in person or if it was more appropriate to collect the 

surveys later. However, this process constituted one of the major difficulties 

in the data collection process, as face-to-face interaction was not possible in 

boys’ schools, and therefore the research could not be explained to the head 

teachers in these schools. This example illustrates how ethical problems for 

researchers can increase markedly when they move from the general to the 

particular and from the abstract to the actual (Cohen et al., 2007). 

 

4.11 Summary 

In conclusion, the methodology chapter could be considered the heart of a 

thesis, as it discusses many important aspects of any research project. In 

terms of this study, this chapter explained the research aim, research 

questions, and the purpose of this research. The chapter also discussed the 

theoretical perspectives that link to general system theory, how these 

perspectives link to this research, and the ontology and epistemology in 

which the research is situated. Furthermore, the chapter outlined the mixed-

methods approach methodology used in this research, explored the three 
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chosen data sources (i.e. survey, interview, and social media) and related 

these to the research questions. The study’s sampling and data analysis 

methods were also discussed in terms of their validity and reliability, 

triangulation and the strengths and limitations of each. Survey data was 

analysed through SPSS software, and interview social media data was 

analysed manually. Finally, this chapter outlined the ethical considerations 

that were addressed in this research.         
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CHAPTER FIVE: 
THE PARENTS’ VIEW 
 

5.1 Introduction   

The purpose of this study is to investigate the views of the participants on 

the awareness of and school provisions made in Saudi Arabian schools for 

children with autistic spectrum disorder (ASD). The study poses four 

research questions, and the views of both parents and professional educators 

are the main data resources for addressing these questions. This chapter 

focuses on the first set of participant data, which concerns the perspectives 

of parents of children with autism and discusses two data sources: Twitter 

data and interviews. The data collected from parents, all of which 

qualitative, includes approximately 60 responses collected via a Twitter 

account and 10 semi-structured interviews conducted directly with parents.  

 

The collected data was explored, described, explained, and evaluated to 

ensure the systematic and empirical standards of proper research (Ruane, 

2005). For the purposes of this chapter, the researcher explored the 

qualitative research data sets by coding them to discern common themes; i.e. 
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examining the data for differences and similarities in the responses. Hence, 

the process of exploring, describing and expanding the collected data sets is   

discussed in this chapter. The main themes for this research include 

awareness, diagnosis and school provision, and are based on the first 

research question, which is: “What do parents of children with ASD 

perceive as the barriers to quality education for their children in Saudi 

Arabia?”  Furthermore, many other themes appeared in this data, such as 

having statement, training programmes and searching for better 

environments abroad for children with autism. 

 

The first data set discussed in this chapter concerns the Twitter data (Section 

5.2). The researcher will clarify and discuss the complete data set collected 

from her Twitter account. The researcher began analysing Twitter account 

data when she had the idea for collecting Twitter data, as discussed in 

Chapter 4. The first section of this chapter is divided into five subheadings: 

1) comments on awareness, 2) comments on diagnosis, 3) perspectives on 

school provision, 4) parent training programme, and 5) general feedback. 

These subheadings arose after the researcher recorded and analysed all 

comments and responses on her Twitter account. The second section of this 

chapter (5.3) discusses the results of the semi-structured interview data 
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analysis. Following the same structure of the previous section, the researcher 

divided this section into five subheadings: 1) ASD awareness, 2) issues 

related to ASD diagnosis, 3) school provision, 4) parent training 

programmes, and 5) other themes that arose from the interview data analysis. 

The chapter concludes with a summary section, which lists the main findings 

of the analysis of both data sources. Please note that all raw data passages 

are presented in italics.  

 

5.2 Twitter data 

As discussed in Chapter 4 (see Section 4.7.3), the researcher set up a Twitter 

account for the purposes of this study. She indicated the intent of the 

research in the account’s biography section, which is a brief profile that all 

Twitter account users list to clarify the purpose of their accounts. In her 

biography section, the researcher listed that she is a  PhD student interested 

in autism and advised that any contributions made to her account could be 

used in her thesis. The reason for mentioning this is to show how the number 

of followers increased during the data collection process. The first 

screenshot (see appendix A) shows the appearance of the researcher’s 

Twitter account when it was set up. This was done so that anyone following, 

retweeting from or contributing to this account would see this biography 
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information and become aware of the purpose of the account. This 

screenshot was taken when the account was set up, and thus does not show 

any tweets and only eight followers.  

 

The researcher knew that there was no easy way to identify the people who 

fit the criteria of her research and encourage them to respond to her Twitter 

account. Thus, she began to follow more and more parents of children with 

ASD and accounts set up by Saudi organisations for the purpose of either 

raising awareness of autism or special educational needs. This led her 

number of account followers to increase, as those followers all appeared to 

be interested in autism. The second screenshot (see Appendix A) shows an 

increase in the number of account followers and the number of Tweets at 

that time. As the image clearly shows, at the time the screenshot was taken, 

the number of account followers had increased from 8 to 180, and the 

number of Tweets to nearly 200. It should be noted that the researcher used 

this account for data collection from 15/09/2014 until 05/05/2015.  

 

To clarify the data collection procedure, at one point the researcher came 

across a Twitter account, (@SpeciaEdl), that was set up by an organisation 

interested in special educational needs in Saudi Arabia. At the time, this 
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account had 36,109 followers, most of whom stated they were from Saudi 

Arabia and that they were either parents of special needs children or special 

needs educators. This account was of great assistance to the researcher in 

attracting more followers and respondents to her account. Including the 

@SpeciaEdl account, tweets from the researcher’s account helped her reach 

a wide range of people who were interested in these topics. Therefore, in 

most of her tweets that posed questions, the researcher included a mention of 

the @SpeciaEdl account in order to help her reach more parents to pose her 

questions.   

 

As a result, her number of Twitter followers increased, more people began 

sharing their views on and experiences regarding ASD awareness, diagnosis, 

school provision, and the barriers they faced in raising children with ASD. 

The questions that the researcher asked repeatedly in her Twitter account, as 

well as in her interviews with parents, included: 

 “What you think about the awareness level in Saudi Arabia regarding 

children with autism?” 

“Furthermore, what school provisions do Saudi children with ASD 

have?” 
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“Is this the parents’ choice or the government’s, and what are parents’ 

concerns, if any?” 

 

The researcher also posed questions about ASD diagnosis and asked 

respondents for further comments that could improve the lives of ASD 

children and their families.  

 

Next, if the researcher received more than four responses to any one 

question, she posed this same question two or three additional times via 

Twitter on different dates and times. As a result, the researcher received 

more than 60 combined tweets answering these questions. The researcher 

also posted a few screenshots for comment, and while these were written in 

Arabic, she always provided a translation to clarify these tweets. To ensure 

that the meaning of Arabic data is not lost in reverse translation, other 

Arabic speaking PhD students were asked to check the translations (for more 

information see chapter 4.9).  

 

The researcher used the term ‘user’ to refer to the people who answered her 

questions via Twitter. It should be noted that there was no way of knowing 

the identities of respondents and no screening process took place. This was 
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an open forum, although it was intended for parents and unless respondents 

specifically referred to their children, there were no guarantees that all 

contributors were parents of children with ASD.  However, when the 

researcher performed this analysis, the overwhelming majority of 

respondents appeared to be parents. Thus, the researcher assumed that this 

data came from parents of ASD children. 

 

The next section discusses the response data that the researcher obtained 

from the Twitter account concerning the following themes: ASD awareness, 

diagnosis, school provision comment, parent training programmes, and 

general feedback.  

 

5.2.1 ASD awareness 

The first question posed via Twitter concerned ASD awareness in Saudi 

Arabia. A number of respondents shared their views on this question, and 

most of them asserted that there is almost no awareness of ASD children in 

Saudi Arabia. Only two respondents conveyed a more positive outlook and 

said that there is currently some awareness of children with ASD in Saudi 

Arabia, but that the situation needs to improve. Figure 5.2.1 shows an 

example of one of these positive comments, in which User 1 stated: “Better 
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awareness than before, but we still lack support; however, knowing about 

the situation is not the same as dealing with it”.  

 

 
    Figure 5.2.1 Example 1                                  
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Figure 5.2.2 Example 2 

 

By contrast, Figure 5.2.2 shows a comment by another parent, User 2, who 

wrote: “The awareness level is very weak; the community does not know 

about this disability. Of course the responsibility to raise awareness lies 

with several ministries, including health, media and education”.  

 

Although the users’ Twitter comments varied on this issue, they all agreed 

that a lack of awareness of ASD persists in Saudi Arabia, and that there is 

much room for improvement. The list below contains some of the common 
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responses to the account, all of which indicate the same notion of a lack of 

ASD awareness:  

 

User 3: “The awareness of autism is poor in community…. And it is what 

families of children with autism face as a daily challenge.” 

 

User 4 concurred, and mentioned awareness in remote areas: “Unfortunately, 

there is no awareness or attention to children with autism, especially in 

remote areas, such as Asser….” 

 

User 5 commented: “Society needs to raise awareness in cases of special 

needs in general and especially for Down syndrome, autism and learning 

difficulties.” 

 

User 7 emphasised the need for increasing ASD awareness among families, 

as well as in society: “Now, the level of awareness is greater than before, 

but even still families need more awareness.” 
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User 8 agreed with User 7: “Parents are in need of awareness of how to deal 

with children who have autism as well as increased awareness of autism in 

society. We still aspire possible and improving services.” 

 

User 9 introduced himself as a father of a six-year-old child with autism. He 

posted three tweets, one that concerned awareness: “It is not only weak 

awareness for parents of children with autism, everything related to autism 

is weak: rehabilitation centers, health services, social welfare 

specializations….”  

 

However, User 6 held a more positive view: “Specialists have begun to 

attempt to spread awareness, and it seems that half of society has started to 

be aware, but we need more support, support, support….”  

 

Thus, this last comment suggests that lack of support is an issue in raising 

ASD awareness. Here, the researcher attempted to get further information by 

posing additional questions and clarifying in previous responses, and asked: 

“What do you mean by support, and what kind of support?” The answers 

included one from User 6: “Moral and material support.” User 10 offered 

another opinion about awareness in Saudi Arabia: “We need to raise 
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awareness in society for the next 50 years, and I hope the community will 

gain more understanding and help this category of children with autism.” 

This suggests that it may take some time to raise ASD awareness in Saudi 

Arabia and make the community better able to care for children with autism. 

Regarding the question of suggestions to improve the awareness of children 

with autism in Saudi Arabia, User 5 responded: “A short video clip can 

present the definition of autism in a way that excites curiosity and does not 

provoke pity”. In another tweet, User 5 continued: “This could be a series of 

clips for each special needs case, which could increase awareness and show 

the benefits of greater awareness”.  

 

When the researcher asked for the reasons driving this lack of awareness, ten 

people responded. They all highlighted “the lack of obvious reasons for 

autism and especially reasons going back to before the child is born”. 

Furthermore, the absence of voluntary organisational campaigns to raise 

ASD awareness was noted, and many agreed that this was due to the 

expense of organising such campaigns. Some users also pointed a finger at 

parents of children with autism.  
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After analysing all the responses concerning the lack of ASD awareness, the 

researcher asked respondents why they thought that this is the situation and 

what their perspectives were of it. While responses varied, four users 

commented on a perceived lack of interest on the part of some parents of 

children with autism who do not demand rights for their children. They 

thought that parents should be more active in addressing the lack of ASD 

awareness. Furthermore, one user mentioned that while courses on autism 

for graduates and researchers in this field have increased, few attend them. 

Another reason that emerged is that there is little cooperation between ASD-

related institutions, centers, schools and families. The following list contains 

some of the user comments regarding the reasons for the lack of ASD 

awareness: 

 

User 12: “The lack of obvious causes of autism, especially prenatal ones.” 

 

User 16: “The absence of voluntary campaigns to raise awareness, and [the 

fact that] most seminars, workshops and courses are expensive,” He 

continued: “There is no cooperation and interdependence between 

institutions and centers, schools, parents and the community.”  
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User 17 held a slightly different view: “Awareness is not weak nowadays; 

courses have increased regarding the definition of autism for both graduates 

and researchers interested in this area or the staff of the Ministry of 

Education, but few attend.” 

 

User 18 commented: “Weak awareness results from the lack of interest by 

parents of autistic children, as well as the reluctance of parents toward 

awareness courses," User 19 concurred: “the reason of lack of awareness 

that families of those who have child with autism they do not move and 

laziness they do not demanding the rights of their children” 

 

 
 

         Figure 5.2.3 Example 3 

 

One of the most important comments, which is shown in Figure 5.2.3, came 

from User 15: “From my point of view, one of the reasons is the lack of 

belief in the capabilities of children with autism and the lack of interest by 

the state to open a comprehensive government center, as is the case in 
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Dubai”. This is an important point that is explored in detail in the following 

section. All of these comments on ASD awareness suggest the need for 

parents to ask more questions about the diagnosis process and the following 

section discusses this theme. 

 

5.2.2 ASD diagnosis 

The researcher elicited four very different types of answers to the question 

posed regarding ASD diagnosis, which read: “What do you think about the 

diagnosis of children with autism in Saudi Arabia - is it easy or difficult?”. 

The first response, from User 20, stated that: “It is easy, there is one center 

dedicated to autism,” and User 21 mentioned its name: “the Autism 

Research Centre within the King Faisal Specialist Hospital”. However, it is 

worth pointing out that this one center is set up in Riyadh. User 13 

commented on the diagnosis procedure itself: “Diagnosis should take a long 

time; unfortunately, most of the centers here carry out a quick diagnosis and 

make swift judgments, but the best center is the Prince Nasser bin Abdul-

Aziz Autism Centre”. In addition, more than three of the respondents 

mentioned that they went to another country to get a better diagnosis for 

their children and to begin early intervention techniques. Jordan, Dubai and 

the UK were the most mentioned places that parents turned to. The final 
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comment on this point came from User 14: “Autism has become commonly 

known and diagnosed. It is not like before, when it was vague, but it is 

important in any diagnosis to be accurate and clear”.  

 

Seven users responded to the diagnosis question when asked again, two of 

which sent four tweets each.  

  

User 22 stated that: “Diagnosis is difficult, and frankly there are always 

mistakes and it can be very weak.”  

 

User 23 concurred: “We found a few [professionals] who specialize in 

autism. Most of the diagnoses are wrong or inaccurate in terms of autism in 

general and its accompanying disabilities.”  

 

User 25 had a very negative attitude: “Almost non-existent, and basically the 

lack of proper diagnosis centers is the main problem facing children with 

autism.”  

 

User 30 answered this diagnosis question in four tweets, stating that: 

“Diagnosis in Saudi Arabia is inaccurate. I visited three doctors: two 
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specialists in psychology and a third in nerve cells, all of whom said he [my 

child] was not autistic. I visited another psychologist, who said he has 

autism. All of them made their diagnoses in less than a quarter of an hour”. 

He continued by mentioning that he went to the UK for help: “I visited a 

hospital in Britain and identified four discrete sessions, each of which 

extended to 40 minutes”. In his final tweet, User 30 explained how they 

diagnosed his child in the UK and how this process differed from the one in 

Saudi Arabia: “Diagnosis in Saudi Arabia is not accurate, and the doctors 

do not have enough time to observe the child with you. This may lead to 

incorrect diagnoses, and the lack of appropriate diagnostic tools can lead to 

delays in the early intervention.”  

 

Another User responded to User 30 thus: “You are right, 100%.” 

 

The notion of going abroad to get a better ASD diagnosis recurred 

frequently. User 24 wrote: “Most disabilities in Saudi Arabia lack rated 

diagnosis, and many parents move to get their diagnoses earlier, to Jordan 

and Dubai”.  
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The final comment on diagnosis worth mentioning came from User 33: 

“Problematic in Saudi Arabia is that the doctors make diagnoses do not 

undergo any specific medical examination for the diagnosis of autism. 

Which should include a multidisciplinary team”, User 33 continued that 

diagnoses made in only 15 minutes, was, in his opinion, very strange. His 

last tweet read: “Diagnosis of course involves making a fateful decision for 

the child, How can autism be diagnosed in a quarter of an hour with all the 

ambiguities and difficulties ... any knowledge of this?”  

 

Finally, User 9 pointed out some reasons for delays and mistakes in 

diagnosis: “… the reason for the lack of official government umbrella for 

people with autism is that the[Saudi] Ministry of Health and is weak and 

ineffective. The Ministry of Social Affairs’ only role is to exchange financial 

benefit….”.  

 

This discussion presented the user’s perspective on ASD diagnosis that was 

shared on Twitter. After diagnosis, education and early intervention were the 

main concerns of parents for their children.  
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The following subsection discusses the views of users regarding school 

provision for children with autism.  

 

5.2.3 School provision 

In terms of general school provision for children with ASD, most parents 

rely on centers or private schools that specialise in children with autism. 

They do so to help their children learn or to have their children enrolled in 

an early intervention programme. The users answered the following 

questions: 

“What school provisions do children with ASD have?” 

“Is it the parents’ choice or the government’s and what are the 

parents’ concerns, if any?”  

 

In answering the above questions, parents’ responses varied. Based on the 

Twitter data, it is clear that no obvious school provision exists for children 

with autism. Some parents mentioned that there are public centers that 

accept their children but if it they are full one must wait, and others said that 

private schools exist that accept their children. As for the question of 

including ASD children in mainstream schools, there are apparently children 

who are still not included. One user indicated that there is only one primary 
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school in Riyadh that accepts children with autism. In addition, User 4 stated 

that “There are more than 150 cases and there is only one government 

center. There are 15 cases and only four classes [meaning there are 135 

ASD students who have been diagnosis and no provision on the waiting list], 

One of the classes there is a volunteer coach [meaning there is no paid 

qualified staff….]” Another father of a four-year-old child with autism, User 

34, commented: “A tragic situation for rehabilitation. Public schools = 

congested. Private schools = too expensive.”   

 

The researcher then asked why inclusive schools for children with autism do 

not yet exist. User 25 responded: “The lack of trained teachers, also not 

every child can integrate.  There are some cases that need to be trained in a 

dedicated center” Another respondent, User 6, stated: “[ASD] children who 

are included are not benefiting from integration, especially boys, because 

unfortunately there is no awareness in schools,” and continued that “some 

parents of [ASD] children go abroad to Jordan or the UAE or other 

countries”. This suggests that the notion of a lack of awareness and the 

desire to travel abroad for better treatment options for their children appear 

even when respondents were asked about school provision.  
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When the researcher asked respondents if they were willing to enroll their 

children in inclusive schools, different perspectives came to the forefront. 

One respondent, User 4, said: “It depends on the child’s diagnosis; some 

children get huge benefits from being included in mainstream schools, and if 

he or she were to go to a special center, they might acquire negative or 

undesirable behaviors”. Another respondent, User 21, mentioned the idea of 

a shadow teacher: “I would include children with autism in mainstream 

schools if they had a shadow teacher”. User 30 concurred: “If there was a 

shadow teacher and trained educational staff I would recommended 

inclusion”. This suggests that although the idea of inclusion may be a 

positive one, it would only be effective under certain terms and conditions. 

User 36, a parent of a seven-year-old with autism who currently lives in the 

USA stated: “Are there options? Are the inclusion follows the merger plan 

carried out by specialists? Most specialists prefer integration because it is a 

better environment for all children”. In terms of who is responsible for this 

situation, User 9 pointed out that: “The Ministry of Education, although they 

are lost. They have a unit but it has a very weak role”. 
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In addition to the discussion regarding school provision for ASD children, 

parents need to be trained to care for these children. Thus, for this study, 

training programmes for parents of children with ASD is a topic that needs 

to be clarified from the parental perspective.  

 

5.2.4 ASD training programme for parents 

With respect to the training programme that is provided for parents in Saudi 

Arabia, the question is, do training programmes for parents exist to help 

them understand and care for their children? One response to this question is 

shown in Figure 5.2.5. Here, User 10 pointed out that: “Workshop Lama 

Ohaly taught me how to communicate in Riyadh”. However, this program is 

the only one that was mentioned in all the Twitter responses.  
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        Figure 5.2.5 Example 4 

 

User 30 also stated: “Yes, and I am interested in these courses: organization 

Autism Research Centre at Specialist Hospital”. However, User 18 offered a 

very different view: “There are no courses, and if there are, they are non-

systematic and sometimes off the target”.  

 

The researcher only received these responses on this topic in terms of 

awareness and school provision.  From this point, the researcher began to 

ask about general concerns related to children with ASD.  The following 

section discusses the responses. 
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5.2.5 General feedback 

At this stage, the question was, “What are the concerns of parents, if any?” 

Their responses appear to be crucial, and there were seven common answers. 

In addition to this, the researcher asked, “What are the difficulties or 

obstacles families of children with autism face, if any?” Three respondents 

answered this question. The first tweet, from User 9, was: “Schools, 

diagnoses the high cost of food and the lack of aid disbursed to them [the 

children]”. Another parent, User 21, commented: “In short, the parents of 

children with autism have wounds that bleed that are not dosed”. This is an 

Arabic expression, which means that parents have a lot of concerns and face 

many difficulties that no one is capable of assisting with or improving. There 

were more responses to this with similar meanings, namely, User 3 

supported a comment by User 21, saying: “Anxiety about the diagnosis, 

schools and cuts and injustice, exploitation and fear”. Another tweet, from 

User 10, read: “Schools and institutes of their own, capable centers for 

accurate diagnosis and the cost prohibitions for education”. Concerns about 

school provision for children with autism appeared in nearly all the answers.  

Figure 5.2.5, a screenshot of the Twitter feed, shows that the school itself is 

of the utmost concern. User 30 said: “Certainly, the lack of schools and 
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institutes as well as their [the children’s] fear of the future in terms of care, 

rehabilitation and physical job security”. They also note that their children’s 

future and rehabilitation always follow school provision and child’s 

diagnosis as a matter of parental concern.  

 

 
               Figure 5.2.5 Example 5 

 

The above screenshot (Figure 5.2.5) posed some concerns in the form of 

questions: 
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 “Where should children be diagnosed? Where are best centers for 

them? 

And, in fact, are there enough places for them in these centers? 

Schools and inclusion are tragedies. There is an effort, but it’s weak.” 

(User 25)  

 

As a result, nearly all comments targeted the same points of school provision 

and diagnosis centres.  

 

 
        Figure 5.2.6 Example 6 
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User 2’s concern was: “More things that frighten me are that there are no 

safe government centers for autism like the centers in Jordan; all the 

mainstream schools still do not practice inclusion”. It is evident from this 

account that some parents worry that autism services in Saudi Arabia are not 

as advanced or safe as other Gulf nations, such as Jordan. Another opinion 

regarding education was User 27’s observation that “Education is 

judgmental and without formal curricula to fit this category of children”. In 

terms of suggestions to address lack of awareness and better school 

provision and diagnosis, User 3 suggested “the need for conferences and 

meeting places to define what autism is and what the role of the individual is 

in society to help….”  

 

These were all the Twitter responses and comments that the researcher 

collected over approximately nine months. The following section presents 

the data analysis of the interviews with parents and compares these with the 

Twitter data.  

 

5.3 Interviews with parents 

Silverman (2011, p. 131) pointed out that “in-depth interview accounts 

provide a meaningful opportunity to study and theorize about the social 
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world”. For this reason, the researcher decided to conduct interviews to 

discover perceptions about the social world from the angle of children with 

special needs and their parents. There is no doubt that interviews and social 

media analyses are both valid sources for obtaining reliable data that can be 

used to guide practice (Ivey, 2012). However, Ruane (2005) asserted that the 

interview is the single best device for promoting and setting out the truth. 

For this reason, the researcher elected to conduct ten interviews with parents 

to support the social media data as well as to understand the perspectives of 

parents of children with autism in more detail. The most accessible source of 

interview data for the researcher was these 10 parents.  

 

Dilley (2000) stated that interviews give researchers the opportunity to 

explore and pose probing questions. In addition, Ivey (2012) maintained that 

the process of analysing qualitative data also obviously differs from that 

used in quantitative studies (p. 319). One way of analysing interview data is 

to examine it line by line and make tentative notes regarding potential 

themes (see Chapter 4, Section 4.9). For this research, similar themes 

emerged from the interview and social media data.  
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The voluntary interviews with parents were designed to last about 25 

minutes to allow for the researcher to capture sufficient data (see Chapter 4, 

Section 4.7.1). With some parents, the interviews lasted nearly an hour. The 

researcher posed questions about general information at the beginning of the 

interviews. Respondents began with a confirmation of the ages of their 

children that have ASD, which ranged from 3 to 10 years old, with nine boys 

and one girl. Six of the parents reported that they lived in Riyadh, while the 

rest lived in other Saudi  cities. Thus, the interview respondents lived in a 

range of Saudi cities. To recap, all ten children of parents interviewed in this 

study have been diagnosed with autism and have experience with the 

educational system. The length at which societal awareness of ASD affects 

these children and their parents is discussed in the following section.   

 

5.3.1 Background of the parent’s sample 

It is necessary for the readers of this study to understand the background of 

the parents interviewed, to gain a better understanding of their views. To 

begin with, it is important to know how the researcher contacted the parents’ 

and what their experiences are regarding children with autism and school 

provision. It has been mentioned in chapter 4 how these samples were 

collected but for more information, in this section, more detail will be added. 
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As the researcher explained previously, she went back to Saudi Arabia to 

collect her sample and do the research. The total number of parents that the 

researcher interviewed was 10. In the table below, details of the background 

of each parent will be given. 

Table 5.1 background of parents interviewed 
N. Name  Gender  City  Child age 
1 Parent 1 Female  Riyadh 

city 
8 years old diagnosis in USA at age 3 

2 Parent 2 Female  Dammam 
city  

Mother of 5 children with ASD and 
the first child was diagnosed at age 5 

3 Parent 3 Female Qassim 
city 

6 years old diagnosis in Riyadh at age 
4 

4 Parent 4  Male  Jeddah city 4 years old diagnosed at age 2 
5 Parent 5 Female  Riyadh 

city  
6 years old diagnosed at age 3  

6 Parent 6 Female  Jeddah city 5 years old diagnosed at age 3 and a 
half 

7 Parent 7 Female  Riyadh 
city 

8 years old diagnosed at age 4 

8 Parent 8 Female  Dubai city 8 years old diagnosed at age 3 
9 Parent 9 Female  Riyadh 

city  
10 years old diagnosis at age 4 

10 Parent 
10 

Female  Riyadh 
city  

12 years old diagnosis at age 4 

 

All parents are originally from Saudi Arabia but (parent 1) lived in the USA 

for 5 years as she was studying for her PhD. During her studies there, her 

son was diagnosed with autism. She sadly explained how it was difficult for 

her and her family to finish her studies and take care of her child. She also 
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explained how it was hard for her and her son after they came back to Saudi 

Arabia. She said, “I wish that I could stayed in the US as long as I can for 

my son” because of the care that her son was receiving. On the other hand, 

Parent 8 noted that her brother was the first who noticed her son acting 

differently. He was later diagnosed with autism in Saudi Arabia and when he 

reached school age, she started to struggle with where and how she could 

best educate him. She tried to get him a scholarship to register in Dubai’s 

special schools, which she believed was one of the best places that could 

cater for her child’s needs. Further information about the stories of 

diagnoses will be explained in more detail in the section below. 

 

5.3.2 Stories of diagnosis 

Most respondents said that they spent a significant amount of time, 

sometimes over a year, to have their children diagnosed with ASD. 

According to Parent 3, she initially consulted an ear, nose and throat 

specialist because her child did not respond so she thought he couldn’t hear. 

However, the doctor said his hearing was fine, and that he might just be 

experiencing a delay in speaking. Then, the mother heard about ASD and 

began to read about it. She soon realised that her child might have ASD, and 

she decided to look for someone with experience in ASD to help. She 
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mentioned that she heard about an ASD centre, so she took her child there 

and was informed that her child did indeed have autism. The center advised 

her to consult a neurologist, who diagnosed her child at age 3. Another 

respondent, Parent 6, realised that whenever she would call her two-and-a-

half-year-old child, he wouldn’t respond. She said: “I tried to scare him, to 

knock on the door and surprise him, but he did not move or do anything and 

there was no eyes contact at all. I searched the Internet and discovered that 

this might be autism; we went to center in Riyadh and they told us he has 

autism attributes”. She continued: “The diagnostic procedures we have in 

Saudi Arabia are very difficult. I went to another center in Jeddah, and they 

diagnosed him with mental illness. I was really shocked. A lot of people 

receive an incorrect diagnosis, and this is not fair”. 

 

Another story concerns five brothers with ASD. This case is interesting 

because their mother said that her first child was almost 5 years old when he 

was diagnosed and the second was almost 4. She said: “I went to a specialist 

because they [the children] didn’t talk, and they were diagnosed with ASD. I 

was really surprised and had no idea what autism was. I went home and 

started searching on the Internet to understand more about is autism and 

what to do with my kids. It was really painful at the beginning, and I was 
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really shocked, but after that I tried my best to understand and help my kids 

as much as I could”. Furthermore, Parent 9 stated repeatedly during her 

interview that the greatest difficulty her family faced was the diagnosis. She 

explained that she had “experienced a lot in order to diagnose my son in the 

correct way”. It seems that most parents were really shocked and frustrated 

with the system of diagnosis, as it took too long for their children to receive 

a correct ASD diagnosis. This finding is very important and is discussed in 

detail in the discussion chapter.  

 

5.3.3 Awareness  

According to the respondents, ASD awareness is a major issue that affects 

them daily. In fact, most agreed that this challenge affects nearly everything 

in their children’s lives, such as ASD diagnosis, school provision, health and 

going out in public. As Parent 7 mentioned: “We are lacking in awareness in 

public places and hospitals as well as educational settings”. Parent 1 

concurred: “The lack of awareness in society makes it very difficult for us 

when we go out in public places”. Other respondents pointed out that 

although Saudi awareness of ASD is increasing, it remains in its early 

stages. To support this notion, Parent 6 reported: “Starting this year, a 
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somewhat raised awareness began regarding ASD children, before, they 

were forgotten, or no one knew them or heard about them”. 

 

However, regarding ASD awareness, Parent 3 responded: “Unfortunately, I 

had no awareness, I am a teacher and I didn’t know about it until I had my 

boy”. Moreover, Parent 5 pointed out that: “There is no awareness at all, 

even in hospitals. We experience a lot of difficulties because they have no 

idea how to deal with ASD children”. She continued: “True, there are some 

attempts to raise awareness, such as the World Autism Awareness Day, but 

these remain weak and insufficient”. Parent 8 responded that awareness of 

children with autism is very poor in many areas including educational 

settings, health care, and early intervention programs. “Although autism 

nowadays is known all over the world, there is still lack of awareness [in 

Saudi Arabia], particularly in the way that people have to manage ASD 

children. Very few know how”. This suggests that even when people had 

heard of ASD in children, they would still not know how to deal with these 

children or act around them. 

 

Moreover, all respondents mentioned that before their child with autism was 

born, they had no idea what autism was. Two parents stated that their 
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families (i.e. the brother or sister of the parents) helped them to recognise 

that their children are different, and they needed to look after them and 

watch them closely to gain a deeper understanding of what made them 

different. This suggests that to some extent, a lack of ASD awareness 

affected even these parents and how they cared for their children. As a 

result, some respondents reported that it took a long time for them to have 

their child diagnosed, which is discussed in the following section. 

 

5.3.4 Parents’ views on school provision  

In terms of school provision, all parents agreed that given the choice, they 

would enroll their children in an inclusive school. Among all respondents, a 

key theme that emerged was their belief that their children would learn 

better with other children than at home. However, most respondents stated 

that there are no local inclusive schools, and if there are, they feel that they 

are not of good quality. In addition, one respondent mentioned that she 

offered to employ a shadow teacher to help her child attend an inclusive 

school, but no schools accepted her proposal. This section explores the 

perspectives of the respondents that struggle in terms of finding appropriate 

school provision. 
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Parent 5’s perspective on school provision for her child was: “I prefer 

inclusive school settings because the benefit is greater; even the outlook 

from a societal perspective will change. But on one condition: that he have a 

private mentor specializing in this field”. Indeed, most respondents were 

willing to place their children in inclusive schools, but only under certain 

circumstances or conditions. Another point came from Parent 9, who said: 

“they [ASD children] need a qualified teacher that can care for them and 

also improve the awareness of ASD among other children in the school”. 

Parent 4 shared this preference for inclusive schools yet stated: “but I am 

afraid that other children might lash out or harm my child”. Parent 2 said 

that this would depend on the child’s ability and pointed out that some 

children with ASD can cope with other children in a conducive school 

environment, but that non-ASD children may not have this ability, so private 

schools are a better place for ASD children. 

 

One important aspect here is that all respondents stated that their children 

attend private schools or centers, and the government pays in just three of 

these cases. The rest are self-funded, which is very financially difficult and 

demanding for most of the families. Moreover, because they are self-funded, 

the schools or centers in question were always their only choice. Although 
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this might be due to the way this sample was selected, parents who 

responded to the Twitter account also pointed out the same issue of school 

provision that appeared in the interviews. Two parents experienced putting 

their child in inclusive settings; however, both of their experiences were not 

successful. One of them, Parent 10, said that the time her ASD child spends 

with other students was minimal, and that the teaching quality was of low 

quality. Thus, she chose to take her child back to a private ASD school, 

because the staff is trained, and she can ask them for advice on what to teach 

her child and any other important information, so that she can better 

understand how to deal with her child (Parent 3). Parent 7 stated: “I would 

feel guilty if I put my child in an inclusive school, because there is no feeling 

there of responsibility for children with autism and no awareness or 

knowledge on how to care for them”. The view of parents regarding 

inclusive settings are obvious with a dichotomy of parents wishing to 

include their children in mainstream schools but the schools, teachers and 

society as a whole are not ready. 
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5.3.5 Additional themes that arose in the interview data 

Awareness of ASD diagnosis and school provision were the main themes 

that emerged from the interview data. However, the following section 

discusses other themes that appeared in this data. 

 

5.3.5.1 Fatigue and advice to other parents 

Fatigue and a ‘lost feeling’ were identified as a barrier for parents managing 

daily life with their children. Most parents mentioned that they do not know 

where to go and who to ask for help. For all parents, the answer to the 

question, “Have you ever felt tired?” was always, “Of course.” Parent 4 

explained that the reason behind the tiredness was that “the responsibility is 

not like that for any child, whether within my family or externally, and I feel 

we have a scarcity of specialists who could provide us with assistance. In 

addition, there are no centers available for our children”. This statement 

suggests that many reasons exist for parents feeling tired. Parent 1 explained 

that the reason for the fatigue concerns the lack of suitable training 

programmes as the ones that do exist are charged and very expensive. 

Moreover, as Parent 8 suggested, “We need courses and information 

programs, and along with that we need more practical applied courses”. 
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Although all the interviewed parents indicated that they generally felt very 

tired when managing their children with ASD, they reported that they are 

very optimistic as well. As a result of the advice that some parents who have 

a child with ASD mentioned to others, most of them say to try new things 

with the hope of success. Moreover, as Parent 8 explained, “Do not rely on 

one direction or doctor and look for the answer by yourselves. Learn, 

educate yourselves, read and do not stop on one option”. Also, Parent 5 

advised to “Try again and do not to despair. Even if he or she [the child] 

failed to master the skill or something, it is not the end of the world; Be 

patient; Give a lot of attention to the centers and places in which your 

children are enrolled”. Parent 4 gave this advice: “Do not succumb to 

despair and frustration, attempt evolution herself and her child in any way 

she could, for example, keep your distance from negative people, and it is 

very important that parents appreciate anything done by the child and count 

it as their own success”.  

 

Another piece of advice from Parent 3 was to: “accept the child and treat 

him like a normal child, talk with him, even without eye contact; this does 

not mean that he or she doesn’t understand; children with autism need a lot 
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of patience”. Along with this advice and optimism, all interviewed parents 

mentioned the fear of the future. The next subsection discusses this fear. 

 

5.3.5.2 Fear of the future 

In terms of future anxiety, all parents reported experiencing lots of concerns, 

especially in terms of their children’s education and careers. Parent 4 

reported that she is a mother of 5 children with ASD, and said: “I am really 

afraid for their future, because what if something happens to me when they 

are not yet self-reliant?” Some parent’s spoke of their children’s future from 

a societal point of view: “Where is the community who will look after him or 

take care of him? Also, can he cope with environments larger than home? I 

doubt it”. A major fear for these parents is whether society would accept and 

know how to deal with their children. 

 

Parents also reported experiencing enormous difficulties in that their 

children cannot do many things for themselves. For example, some children 

can neither talk nor read, and sometimes even eating and going to the toilet 

by themselves is difficult for them. These difficulties constitute the most 

significant barriers for children with autism to attend mainstream inclusive 
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schools. Moreover, Parent 3 stated: “This isolation from the world is one of 

the strongest challenges, along with thinking about their future”.  

 

5.3.5.3 Siblings 

All of the parents of children with ASD who participated in these interviews 

have other children without the disorder, some older and others younger. 

However, these parents rarely mentioned the notion that having a child with 

ASD would affect their siblings in any way. Parent 3, pointed out that her 

other children are: “Receptive to their brother’s special needs and have 

assimilated that he is different from them”. However, one parent mentioned 

that his youngest sister always worried about him, as she wants him to be 

safe, and she always looks after him intensively. 

 

5.3.5.4 Diet and medicine 

There was more evidence of people seeking alternative advice and 

intervention on the topic of diet and medicine for children with ASD, as they 

had to do with diagnosis. In terms of diet and medicine, the responses from 

parents varied. Most of them reported that they did not provide their children 

with any special medicine or specific diet because they were either against 

the idea or no specialist or doctor encouraged them to do so. However, 



 176 

Parent 1 reported a different experience, as his child eliminated gelatin and 

casein from his diet, and he thought that this practice was effective and felt 

there was some change in his child. Another parent mentioned that she gives 

her children some medicine for hyperactivity, so they can calm down. In 

addition, Parent 6 experienced that the center she contacted to register her 

child in asked her to administer the child medicine in order for the child start 

early intervention. Parent 3 responded: “No, I do not give him any medicine 

because I do not trust the doctor”. The concern of parents trusting doctors, 

specialists, centers, and so on appeared in the responses of more than one 

parent. This issue is addressed in more detail later on in Chapter 7. These 

were the most frequent additional issues that interviewed parents reported.   

 

5.6 Conclusion 

This chapter discussed the data analysis of two data sources used in this 

research: social media (i.e. Twitter responses) and semi-structured 

interviews. Respondent groups for both of these sources were parents of a 

child with autism. The following section summaries the key findings 

collected from these sources.   
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5.6.1 Twitter account data 

Using Twitter accounts as a method of data collection is quite challenging, 

and at times during this process, the researcher felt that this method would 

be unsuccessful and that she would not be able to collect any information. It 

was difficult to have people contribute to a brand-new Twitter account 

among all of the other public accounts that have a large following. However, 

the researcher was helped through connections with other very public 

accounts, which made this method possible. 

 

To summarise, there was a total 60 tweets from 15 different accounts. In this 

chapter, the researcher used approximately 70% of the tweets and three 

examples in screenshot form of the original tweets. More tweets can be 

found in appendix (H).  

 

 The following points summarise the data captured from the Twitter account:  

• Although Twitter data is necessarily brief, to some extent it showed 

how awareness of and school provision for children with autism in 

Saudi Arabia needs to be improved.  

• A number of users reported that although the level of awareness of 

children with ASD is low, there have been some attempts to increase 
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this awareness in Saudi Arabia, particularly through World Day for 

Autism. 

• General lack of ASD awareness and support was apparent on the 

Twitter account, and respondents felt that three Saudi ministries 

(Health, Media and Education) bore the responsibility for this 

situation.  

• A lack of ASD awareness was also reported from respondents in 

remote areas of Saudi Arabia. 

• Several reasons for this lack of awareness were reported, one of them 

being the absence of what causes autism. 

• ASD diagnosis is also a major concern and is challenging for parents. 

• More than one Twitter respondent mentioned the idea of traveling 

abroad to receive a better ASD diagnosis.  

 

According to the Twitter data, school provision is nearly non-existent in 

Saudi Arabia. Parents reported they were willing to enroll their children in 

inclusive schools if they employed shadow teachers and training staff.  

 

Only one training programme for parents was mentioned on Twitter, which 

suggests a lack of these programme in Saudi Arabia.  
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Parental concerns relating to diagnosis, school provision, rehabilitation and 

the future of their children always came to the forefront. 

 

5.6.2 Interview data  

The main findings from the interview data support those from the Twitter 

account data. The following points summarise the data: 

• Lack of awareness of children with autism affects everything in their 

lives (e.g. hospitals, educational settings, and public places). 

• More than one parent mentioned that they did not know about ASD 

until their child was diagnosed, which suggests a lack of awareness 

even amongst parents. 

• ASD diagnosis in Saudi Arabia is very difficult to obtain and many 

mistakes happen. 

• Inclusive schools are the preferable school provision for parents of 

children with autism, yet Saudi Arabia largely lacks these schools. 

• The lack of qualified school teachers is one problem parents face in 

inclusive school settings. 
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• Private schools or centers are the school provisions for all children 

whose parents participated in these interviews, with most of them as 

self-funded. 

• Fatigue, advice to other parents, fear of the future, siblings and diet 

and medicine are other themes that arose in the interviews. 

• Fatigue and lack of training programmes were discussed in the 

interviews simultaneously, i.e. parents felt tired because they cannot 

find help. 

• Parents’ advice to fellow parents was always not to give up and to try 

the best for their child. 

• For all parents, their fear of the future resulted from their children not 

being self-reliant, not having school provision and not being able to 

have careers. 

• All interviewed parents have other children without ASD, which are 

not a problem for most parents. 

• Trusting doctors is an issue.  

 

In conclusion, this chapter discussed the data collection results from two 

types of qualitative data sources, the Twitter account and interview data. As 

discussed above, there is a strong correlation between these two sources.  



 181 

 

The following chapter analyses an additional two data sources gathered from 

educational professional’s interviews and survey data. 
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CHAPTER SIX: 
EDUCATION PROFESSIONAL’S 
PERSPECTIVE  
 

6.1 Introduction: 

Norris, Plonsky, Ross, and Schoonend (2015) indicate that the reporting of 

Method and Results chapters requires careful attention in order to answer 

research questions effectively. Moreover, as this is the second results 

chapter, the methods that would be analysed are varied. There is no doubt 

that both methods of quantitative and qualitative data have advantages and 

disadvantages and the results that arise from different methods can 

supplement each other (Hartley & Chesworth, 2000). Hence, as this study 

employed an analysis using both of these approaches, the results reported in 

this chapter stemmed from complimentary quantitative and qualitative 

research methods.   

 

Ruane (2005) point out that collecting questionnaire data could often be 

dismissed as either superficial or tedious endeavors. Hence, some 

researchers maintain that conducting interviews for research projects make 
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more sense than administering questionnaires. As a result, the researcher for 

this study chose to collect both interview and questionnaire data in order to 

gain an in-depth understanding of the phenomena involved and support the 

conclusions that arose from analysing the questionnaire data. 

 

In this chapter, the researcher will analyse the data collected from the 

questionnaires distributed to educational professionals, including teachers, 

head teachers, social worker and all educational professionals that work in 

schools. Furthermore, it will be analysing the semi structured interview data 

conducted with a senior educational officials working on the Ministry of 

Education in the special educational needs department. The analysis in this 

chapter will start with with the quantitative data, the open-ended 

questionnaires, then the qualitative data,  the semi-structure interviews. This 

data was collected in order to answer the second research question, which is 

what are the views of educational professionals with regard to the awareness 

of, and effective educational provision for, children with autism in Saudi 

Arabia? 

   

The structure of this chapter starts with section 6.2 which is the 

questionnaire analysis and is divided into four subheading based on the 
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questionnaire design, 1) general information that was the first supplied in the 

survey, 2) knowledge of autism, 3) significant outcome on the belief scale 

and 4) the professional’s opinion which, is the qualitative part from the 

questionnaire. Section 6.3 is the senior educational professional’s semi-

structured interviews and divided into three subheadings based on the 

questions that were asked. The first subheading is brief information about 

the interviewee, then the second subheading is about inclusive practice and 

the third is the view of senior educational officials regarding awareness of 

autism in Saudi Arabia. Finally, section 6.4 is the summary of the whole 

chapter. 

 

6.2 Survey analysis 

In the beginning of this section, the researcher wants to explain how the 

questionnaires were organised in more detail to help the reader understand 

the structure of the headings. There are four different sections. The first 

section asks for general information about the participant, the second 

knowledge of Autism, the third is belief scale and the last section asks for 

general opinions, which has 3 open-ended questions. This survey targets the 

teacher, head teacher, social worker and all educational professionals 

working in mainstream and private school boys and girls schools at primary 
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and secondary level in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. The researcher distributed 400 

surveys in Riyadh, the capital city of Saudi Arabia, and the total number of 

questionnaires completed was 242. For more detail about the questionnaires 

and how they were distributed and collected, see chapter 4 Section (4.7.2). 

In order to analyse the survey in this study the use of SPSS statistical 

package was applied to come up with graphs and tables that portrayed the 

data. The last section, which is the open-ended questions, was analysed 

manually and the researcher refers for each individual comment as (EP) 

educational professionals. It should be pointed that all direct data written in 

this chapter is in brackets and italics.  

 

The following first subheading is representing the first section in the 

questionnaires, which is general information in the survey. 

 

6.2.1 General information: 

The level of education of teachers and Educational Professionals that work 

in the school is essential as it will give a better understanding of the extent to 

which the level of education could affect the awareness of autism and the 

attitudes toward inclusion. It is evident from Table (6.1) below that 170 of 

the study sample, representing a rate of 70.2% of the total study sample, 
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hold Bachelor degree level of education. While the minority, 39 educational 

professionals representing a rate of 16.1% of the total members the study 

sample, had a Diploma as their highest level of Education. Historically, 

Diploma level of education in Saudi Arabia was accepted for employment as 

teachers in Mainstream Government schools, however, the Ministry of 

Education later introduced new legislation that all teachers should hold a 

Bachelor degree from |(2005). In addition (28), representing 11.6% of the 

total study sample, have postgraduate level of education, whilst (4) of them, 

representing 1.7% of the total study sample, have ‘other’ certificates. 

However, it has been noted that the majority of the participants in this study 

hold a bachelor degree level. Figure 6.1 gives a clear idea of the representing 

sample. 

 

 

                          Figure 6.1 Level of education 
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Moving to another point from the general information which the researcher 

deems important is the percentage of special education teachers and general 

teachers. The second important aspect that should be highlighted here from 

the general information section is the area of education, which is either 

general education or special needs educations. Due to the fact that most of 

the representing schools in this study are inclusive schools, they would have 

some special needs teachers. This questions was highly important to ask. As 

illustrated by figure 6.2, 69% of the sample are general educators. 

 

                                         

 

Figure 6.2 Field of teaching 
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Moreover, it is evident from figure (6.2) above that (167) of the study 

sample, which represents a rate of 69.0% of the total study sample, that the 

general educational area holds the majority of the sample. While 70 of them, 

representing a rate of 28.9% of the total study sample, are special education 

area, and (2), representing a rate of 0.8% of the total study sample, come 

from a ‘other’ field of education. It is important to identify the special 

educational area of teaching from the general one when comparing and 

contrasting it with other sections of the survey, such as section 2. Especially 

the one that shows awareness of autism as they should have a higher level of 

awareness than others. See table 6.2 for more details.  

 

6.1 What is the gender of the school? 

 Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Valid Male 103 42.6 42.7 42.7 

Female 138 57.0 57.3 100.0 

Total 241 99.6 100.0  

Missing System 1 .4   

Total 242 100.0   
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The other general information that should be clarified here is the gender of 

the participant as it was distributed in boys’ and girls’ schools. Knowing the 

gender could help the researcher in analysing which groups of males and 

females have better awareness and what the different between the two is in 

terms of attitudes towards inclusion. In this study there are 103 male 

participants and 138 female participants. Therefore, as is shown in table 6.3, 

the percentage of the female participants is 57%, which is slightly higher 

than the percentage of male participants, which is 42.6%. However, this is 

not a significant difference and should not affect the results of this study. 

  

6.2 What is your dominant teaching field? 
Percent Frequency  

13.6 33 Science 

3.7 9 Art 

34.3 83 Language 

24.8 60 Religion 

22.3 54 Others 

1.2 3 Missing 

100%  242 Total 
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Figure (6.4) shows that (83) of the study sample, which represents 34.3% of 

the total study sample, are in the field of language teaching and they 

represent most of the study sample. 24.8% of the total study sample, 60 

participants are in the field of teaching religion, and (54) of the sample 

representing 22.3% are in other teaching areas. 13.6% of the total study 

sample, 33 in particular are in the field of teaching science, and (9) of them 

representing a rate of 3.7% of the total study sample teach art. Figure 6.4 

below gives a clear visual representation of the dominant teaching fields, 

which shows that this study’s sample represented a varying group of 

teaching fields. As mentioned earlier in chapter 2, religion plays a big role in 

Saudi society and this question explores to what extent religion as a field of 

teaching might affect the awareness of autism and their attitudes towards 

inclusion of children with autism. 
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Figure 6.4 Area of teaching 

 

6.3 Have you received any specific training programme in special 
educational needs?  

Percent Frequency  

21.9 53 Yes 

77.7 188 No 

0.4 1 Missing 

100%  242 Total 

 

In terms of training programmes that teachers have in special educational 

needs, it is very important for this study to include a question of whether 

they have received it or not. Table 6.3 shows that 188 participants, 

representing 77.7% of the total study sample, did not receive any training in 
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special needs teaching, which is the majority. Whilst (53), representing 

21.9% of the total study sample, had received training programs in special 

needs teaching center. Figure 6.5 below demonstrates the large number of 

teachers who did not receive training programmes. Due to this study 

including some special educational needs teachers, there is a possibility that 

of the 53 who claimed to have had training, they were already qualified in 

that field and so had to take these programmes as part of their preparation 

for the role.  

 

 

 

Figure 6.5 Training programme  
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In this subheading, the researcher selected 4 of the most variable figures that 

appear in educational level and area. Also, in education dominate teaching 

field and training programme.  

 

The next section will be analysing and examining the questionnaire results 

regarding knowledge of autism. 

 

6.2.2 Knowledge of autism results in the questionnaire 

This is the second section of the survey that has 10 basic true or false 

statements that examine the knowledge of autism (Jonathan, Brian, & 

Barger, 2010). The researcher attempts to analyse this section on SPSS by 

matching some sentences with section 3 on the survey, which is the belief 

scale. The results are cross matched between sections 2 of the survey, 

knowledge of autism, and one of sentences from section 3, the belief scale.  

 
Figure 6.6 and 6.7 represents the true or false answers in section 2 

(knowledge of autism) with two other variables, which is what is the gender 

of the school, and have you had a student with autism in the class. The 

results from these figures show that both males and females understand basic 

information about autism but there are very few who point out that they had 
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students with autism in their class. This indicates that children with autism 

are still not included in mainstream schools as most of the samples are from 

general education areas. However, knowing basic information does not mean 

they are able to recognise children with autism or deal with them and teach 

them effectively. Perhaps, on the other hand, they are just not aware of 

children with autism, which is the whole focus of the research questions.  
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Figure 6.6 

 

 

Figure 6.7 

6.2.3 Belief scale results 

These sections on the questionnaire are where the participants share their 

beliefs by choosing between strongly agree, agree, uncertain, disagree and 

strongly disagree for each statement. For more detail of how this section was 

designed see (appendix B). In this subheading, some charts will be presented 

to show the significant finding of some sentences. The following bar chart 

shows that over 80% of the females and over 50% of the males strongly 

agree with statement: “I feel that a lack of knowledge of autism is the main 

reason which limits the teacher ability to teach students with autism 
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effectively”. This means that most of the participants in this study confirmed 

that there is a lack of knowledge and training surrounding autism which 

results in their fear of teaching students with autism. Table 6.7 shows, in 

percentage, how the statement across with question what is the gender of 

school to know the different between female and male in answering this 

belief scale sentence which is I feel that a lack of knowledge about autism is 

the main reason that limit the teachers ability to teach student with autism 

effectively.  

Figure 6.8 
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I feel that a lack of knowledge about autism is the main reason, which limits the teachers' ability 

to teach students with autism effectively. * What is the gender of the school Cross tabulation 

 

What is the gender of 

the school 

Total Male female 

I feel that a lack of 
knowledge about 
autism is the main 
reason, which   limits 
the teachers' ability to 
teach students with 
autism effectively. 

N/A Count 0 7 7 
% within What is the 
gender of the school 

0.0% 5.1% 2.9% 

Disagree Count 13 2 15 
% within What is the 
gender of the school 12.6% 1.5% 6.3% 

Uncertai

n 

 8 5 13 
% within What is the 
gender of the school 7.8% 3.6% 5.4% 

Agree Count 30 41 71 
% within What is the 
gender of the school 29.1% 29.9% 29.6% 

Strongly 

agree 

Count 52 82 134 

% within What is the 
gender of the school 50.5% 59.9% 55.8% 

Total Count 103 137 240 
% within What is the 
gender of the school 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Table 6.7 
 

6.2.4 Teachers’ opinion: 

Teachers and professional educator’s views can be known in more detail in 

the questionnaires from the last section. The qualitative part of the 
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questionnaire is situated in the last section of the survey. Three open-ended 

questions were asked, and results recorded.  The questions were: 

1. Do you have any other comments about working with students with 

autism in general?  

2. Do you receive any specific support from the school that help you to 

work with students with autism? If yes, please list.  

3. Do you have specific recommendations about improving the 

awareness of children with autism in schools? 

 

All the answers were collected in order to analyse them manually and the 

theme of this analysis was each of the three questions. It has been discovered 

that 70% (n= 169) from the questionnaire were returned without answering 

any of these questions. The remaining 30% answered some or all the 

questions very briefly. In this section, the researcher will state some of the 

educational professionals answers, referring to each as EP followed by the 

number of survey, between 1 and 242. These answers are based on the most 

repetitive and significant answers that the researcher deemed useful for 

answering her research questions. 
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The results from this section of the survey give a clear idea of the need to 

improve the awareness of children with autism in Saudi Arabia. Another 

point that was frequently mentioned in these answers was that most of the 

EPs did not have any experience working with children with autism, which 

suggests they are not included or there is a lack of awareness in recognising 

some students with autism. Also, this supports the early findings in the 

survey general information section and belief scale. Most importantly, most 

of them indicate the need of training programmes before including students 

with autism as well as improvement of the awareness among the society in 

general. All the answers have been selected under one of the following 

subheadings and the researcher has written some of them as a direct quote 

where necessary. Lack of awareness and experience, attitude of inclusion 

and some suggestions that how the researcher sort out the comments under 

these three subheading. All direct quotes are in italic format and between 

brackets.   

6.2.4.1 Lack of awareness and experience: 

There are over 30 comments about awareness and experience with most of 

them indicating the need for improving the awareness to be able to have 

some experience with student with autism. Here the researcher will list a 

number of the comments in order to analyse this rich data. For instance, EP 
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1 opinion was “I did not deal with children with autism, but from my reading 

about autism people expect they can integrate them into society, but what the 

community still needs a means of awareness about autism cases”. This 

comment contains two variable points, the first is the lack of experience in 

working with children with autism and the second is lack of awareness of 

children with autism in society.  

 

Correspondingly, EP 2’s similar comment regarding the lack of experience 

was “I don’t have any experience of working with student with autism”. In 

supporting this fact EP 44 points out that “These opinion that showing in my 

answered on the questionnaire is not originate from my experience of 

working with student with autism or friction but the reality of superficial 

information about autism that I have…..” and also indicates that “……I want 

to improve the awareness in schools of children with autism before 

including them” which confirms that there is a large segment of the study 

sample which has no awareness or experience of working with children with 

autism. EP 206 similarly comments “We apologize for not having gone 

through the experience of dealing with student with autism”. This answer 

gives the impression that the whole survey was not based on their 
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experience.  Here are more of the comments in bullet point format to 

highlight the lack of awareness and experience regarding autism. 

 

EP 27 “We do not have the experience in teaching children with 

autism…..”.  

EP 10 comment “……..It is not my specialty and I have never deal 

with students with autism”.  

EP 102 mention the same idea of not having any experience with 

children with autism hence she cannot give any further comment and 

suggestions “No I have no comment because I do not have any 

sufficient experience in this area”  

EP 73 “I hope there will be more presence of the largest in the 

community about autism awareness as well as ways of dealing with 

them in schools and the role of academic………” 

EP 55 “It is important to the work of special courses for children with 

autism and improve the awareness for all other student and how to 

deal with their peers who have Autism” 

EP 9 “This group (students with autism) need a lot of experience and 

knowledge to deal with……… and also they need to have a large 

support”. 
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EP 214 “…….we are facing difficulties in recognize students with 

autism as a result of the lack of defined them and their needs”. 

 

The need of defining autism, improving awareness and lack of training 

programmes and support were highlighted in these open-end questions. 

Another point worth mentioning is their attitude towards inclusion, which 

will be discussed in the following section.  

 

6.2.4.2 Attitude toward inclusion 

A number of comments were referring to the idea of including children with 

special needs in general and how their attitudes toward inclusion may vary. 

In this subheading, some of the less positive as well as the positive attitudes 

will be stated.  

 

EP 100 continues her comments and expresses a negative attitude towards 

inclusion by saying “…..No point of inclusion in crowded schools and also 

there should be allocate enough time for the students of autism because the 

class time available is not enough time for them”. EP 33 also comments 

regarding school provision for children with autism by saying that “I hope 

development of special schools for children with autism because it is best for 
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them more than the inclusion, especially in primary schools” which indicates 

that she is not supporting the idea of inclusion and thinks that special schools 

are a better provision for them. Below are some more comments regarding 

inclusion and also the lack of support which they refer to after any 

negativity. 

 

EP 122 comments that the problem of including children with autism is 

“…..Lack of equipment and also the lack of sufficient expertise” which 

explains their negative attitude. EP 131 also explains “That the education of 

students with autism require a lot of hard work and difficult as well as 

requires a lot of specifications and training and means for the proper 

performance and results…” in more and more reasons and barriers that the 

teachers establish against the idea of inclusion. EP 222 holds a somewhat 

positive feeling and states that “Inclusion is important but with the 

availability of the necessary facilities” 

 

EP 18 offers suggestions that should be considered before thinking of 

inclusion such as the fact that autism “…is supposed to diagnosed medically 

and behaviorally and then develop proposals and how to modify behavior 

before the integrate for them (to be there ready for students with autism 
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complete data and incorporated) of the causes and suggestions for teachers 

as well as a good communicate between parents and the school 

administration”. This comment focuses on the idea of diagnosing children 

properly and putting forward a plan of early intervention that includes 

children with autism. Also, good relationships between schools and parents 

should be considered according to this comment.  

 

Here is one of the positive comments and attitudes toward inclusion made by 

EP 120 “I think that all of society must understand children with autism and 

merge this category with the community through inclusion…”. There is 

another suggestion from EP 154 saying that “There must be schools 

specialist for children with autism, as well as specialized teachers for them” 

and this is another negative attitude towards including children with autism 

in mainstream schools. The idea of specialised teachers being in schools 

before inclusion came up in these comments frequently.  PE 39 mentioned in 

the open-ended questions that “I see difficulty in integrating children with 

autism into regular schools……..”. These are a range of answers to these 

questions giving the study a deeper understanding of educational 

professional’s views regarding the inclusion of children with autism in 

mainstream schools.  
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6.2.4.3 Professional’s suggestions 

As the last open-ended question was about any suggestions or 

recommendations to improve the level of awareness of children with autism 

in mainstream schools, the researcher states some suggestions from the PE ‘s 

answer to improve the awareness of children with autism and have better 

school provision in Saudi Arabia: 

 

EP 9 pointed out that awareness could be improved by “…Coordination 

between public schools and private schools with autism and a business trip 

for students to visit private autism schools and mixing with autism children 

and play with each other.” Here the participant’s suggestion was to mix 

children with autism from private schools with other students from time to 

time to raise the student’s awareness of children with autism. Likewise, it 

will help in learning how to deal with children with autism from both 

teachers and students. Moreover, another suggestion from EP 66 was to 

“give the teachers training programme on autism as well as distribute 

leaflets showing them the main symptoms of child with autism”. EP 17 held 

the same opinion of training programmes being needed and distributing 

some leaflets that explain and give brief information about autism. 
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EP 160 also points out that “I hope to provide specialized centers in the field 

of autism affordable fit a large segment of people………, Also work to hold 

seminars and courses in schools to raise awareness of autism and the 

symptoms of it and to clarify the method of appropriate way to teach them.” 

This comment shows that teachers are willing to have a better understanding 

and training of autism, but the EP still thinks that special schools have better 

provision for children with autism. 

 

EP 220 states that “Dealing with children with autism need a lot of training 

and learning, as well as specialists in this field must be present in the class 

to make sure that students with autism they dealt with him or her properly”. 

Similarly, the idea of needing shadow teachers for children with autism 

came up often in these comment as well as parents’ comments in previous 

chapters (chapter 5 section 5.3.3). Moreover, EP 26 comments “that the 

experience in the field of autism can visits to schools to do workshops for the 

definition of this category………” This EP indicated that visits from 

specialists to deliver workshops to increase awareness of autism are needed.  
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EP 180 offers 4 suggestions and recommendations to raise awareness of 

autism:  

Transplant in all schools the meaning of autism in all its dimensions 

Give extra dedicated time of quota Scholastic individual with autism 

student that there is no influence on the rest of the students 

Encourage ordinary students to accept students with special needs by 

explaining to them the case of the student and how they should deal 

with them 

Generate a community to accept children with special needs through 

special programs (media) and within the curriculum 

 

There is no doubt that all these suggestions and recommendation are very 

crucial to improve the awareness for children with autism in Saudi Arabia, 

as well as to have a better school provision for these children. In summary, 

for the result of the survey the important findings were that most teachers 

had almost no training programmes to help them understand what autism is 

and how to deal with children with autism. Also, a large segment of the 

sample had no experience of teaching children with autism, which indicates 

that inclusion for children with autism has not yet started in Saudi Arabia. 

Above all, increasing awareness about children with autism is one of the 
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most highly recommended suggestions made by the educational 

professionals.  

 

This was the first subheading of the second result chapter for this study, 

which analysed the survey. The survey target was the educational 

professionals and as it appears above that there wasn’t an awareness of 

children with autism. Also, the school provision for children with autism is 

very limited in mainstream schools which has included children with 

disabilities, especially autism.  

 

The following section will analyse the senior educational professionals’ 

semi-structured interviews and explore in-depth the situation of the school 

provision for children with autism.  

 

6.3 Senior educational semi-structure interviews 

This chapter also presents the results of the analysis of the semi-structured 

interview data collected from senior educational professionals. The five 

semi-structure interviews that were conducted provided additional in-depth 

information about students with autism and their school provision from 

educational professional’s and Ministry of Education workers point of view. 
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The researcher conducted these interviews after she collected the 

questionnaire data and before she performed the analysis. Each phone 

interview took about 30 minutes after respondents contacted the researcher 

with appropriate times to call. For more information about the interview 

procedure, see chapter 4 section 4.8. For the purpose of this discussion, the 

researcher designated all interviewees as senior educators (SE) with a 

corresponding number and analysed each interview transcript manually. As 

Savin-Baden and Major (2013) explained, “qualitative data is an on-going 

process that involve breaking data into meaningful parts for the purpose of 

examining them”. Following this procedure, the researcher divided the data 

into significant themes. This section presents the interview analysis into 

three subsections: 1) general information about the interviewee, 2) 

interviewee perception on inclusive educational practice in Saudi Arabia, 

and 3) interviewee views regarding awareness of autism in Saudi Arabia.   

6.3.1 Interviewee positions and experience 

Table 6.1 lists the positions and years of experience for each of the senior 

education officials interviewed in this study. 
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Table 6.1 Senior educator backgrounds 
Code  State of job Experience  
 
SE 1 

Assistant educational 
affairs for Special 
Education 

25 years (including 
teaching) 

 
SE 2 

Special educational need 
director (autism) 

19 years (including 
teaching) 

 
SE 3 

Special educational need 
director (down syndrome) 

23 years (including 
teaching work field) 

 
SE 4 

Special educational need 
director (learning 
difficulties) 

10 years  (including 
teaching) 

 
SE 5 

General education director 
(Development department) 

15 years  (including 
teaching) 

 

Those interviewed among the Saudi Ministry of Education officials listed in 

Table 6.1, only one specialised in autism while the others specialise in 

additional educational needs, such as learning difficulties and Down 

syndrome. All officials have extensive experience of at least 10 years of 

teaching in schools and working at the Ministry of Education. It should be 

noted that this information does not identify the participants, as the Ministry 

of Education employs several directors and assistants, and these groups 

include both men and women.  

 

According to SE 1, “Saudi Arabia lacks even graduate students that 

specialize in Autistic spectrum disorder (ASD)”. In fact, the first class with a 

precise specialisation in teaching children with autism graduated from Saudi 
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universities this past year. To clarify, some Saudi universities offer general 

special educational needs training for specialties in Down syndrome, the 

deaf, and those with learning difficulties. These specialties are the most open 

in universities for past few years. This finding helps to explain the slow 

development of inclusive practices for children with autism as well as that of 

diagnoses and training for general education teachers in Saudi Arabia, and to 

some extent the lack of specialists to diagnose ASD.  

 

6.3.2 Inclusive practice on in Saudi Arabia 

Most of the interviewees point out that inclusion is still not in good practice 

and there is a lack of training programmes, expertise and supporting tools. 

The researcher asked about the mechanism in the selection of mainstream 

schools in Saudi Arabia and their answers were that “we visit all schools to 

see if the building are suitable or can be adjust to meet the needs of children 

with special needs”. They add that it is necessary to consider if the head 

teacher is willing to collaborate to help the child and if there are classes 

available to be sources room. According to the senior educational 

professionals, there are a number of schools in Riyadh the capital city of 

Saudi Arabia that are not ready to include any students with special 
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educational needs mainly because the school facility and building is not 

suitable.  

 

On the other hand, at kindergarten level, schools now accept all children no 

matter their special educational need. This was confirmed by SE 3 in the 

interview. However, after kindergarten school provision for children with 

special needs in general and children with autism in particular seems to be 

very difficult. SE 5 confirms that the main problem is that “Government 

centers for special needs usually full and although there are a number of 

good private centers they are very expansive”. SE 2 also points out that there 

is scarcity in early intervention programmes and also space for all children 

with special needs. Most difficulties arise when places are not capable of 

accommodating the existing number of children with autism. It should also 

be acknowledged that all private schools are diligent towards parents who 

have a child with special needs because they are very expensive and most 

middle-class families cannot afford it. 

 

 Moreover, “In Saudi Arabia the Salamanca statement was the first step that 

take the inclusive start to be in a good way and practice.” SE 5 disagreed 

that inclusion is still in its very early stages of practice and is very late 
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compared to other countries.  According to SE 4, there are all kinds of 

special needs that should be included such as Down syndrome, autism, deaf, 

blindness, learning difficulties and hyperactive children, as this is the 

ultimate idea of inclusion and that is the legislation. They also emphasise 

and support that inclusion for children with special needs in general is better 

for the child as well as the parents. This belief was reflected by the majority 

of the interviewees from the Ministry of Education. SE1’s opinion was that 

“we thought that private schools is better for children with special needs but 

we are wrong including them in mainstream schools is better even if they are 

in separated class the inclusion the integration of spatial will benefit the 

child and the parents as well”. SE 2 claims that in practice, education for all 

started in 4 schools in Riyadh that accept children with all kinds of 

disabilities without any limits and the head teacher works hard to help the 

children and ask if they require more assistance and support.  

 

SE interviewees pointed out that late diagnosis or wrong diagnosis is he 

aspect that affects many students. For example, SE 3 shared her story of a 

student she has come across that had been diagnosed with mental illness and 

it was later discovered that she actually had a learning difficulty. This error 

in diagnosing children could have an adverse effect on the child and their 
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future making it unacceptable and an issue that must be tackled as soon as 

possible. Also, this highlighted that there is a lack in expertise and specialist 

people that can diagnose children with special needs in Saudi Arabia. SE 1 

also continues that “diagnosis is one of the most important problems facing 

the inclusion”.   

 

Most of the senior educators also mentioned that in terms of training 

programmes in special education needs, there are very few with base 

knowledge and understanding, which is due to the lack of training 

programmes. The second concern was the supporting tools and early 

intervention programs. SE claims that “over 20 years the start of inclusion 

practice but the training programme was not planed and direct for the 

teachers until 2014.” Moreover, SE 1 continued by explaining that the plan 

is to improve the awareness and the philosophical concept of the inclusion 

within the next 5 years. SE 2 adds that the “……….lack of support is 

another problem that we need to work it out”. According to SE 5, most of 

the training programmes are personal endeavours that are not under the 

Ministry of Education rules and guidance. SE 1 mentions that “there is a 

great shortage of specialized personnel working in special education and in 

particular autism specialised”.  
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6.3.3 Views regarding awareness of autism on Saudi Arabia 

All of the interviewees agreed that ASD in Saudi Arabia needs to be 

expanded. For example, SE 3 point out that it is possible that in mainstream 

schools there are some children with autism that have not been diagnosed, 

which could be as a result of the low-level awareness amongst teachers in 

mainstream school. On the other hand, SE 5 mentions that although “in 

general there are some improving on awareness regarding children with 

autism but the negativity of attitude toward inclusion make improving the 

awareness even more difficult”. Furthermore, SE 2 also points out that 

“there are some risings in awareness about children with autism but no 

acceptance”.  

 

The question of whether there are children with autism in mainstream 

schools that have not been diagnosed resulted in a “yes” from all 

interviewees. To explain, in Riyadh there are few diagnosis centers, possibly 

only 8 centers according to SE 5. Moreover, according to SE 4, another 

problem regarding the diagnosis of children that teachers and the Ministry of 

Education are facing is the fact that parents may not want or accept their 

children’s diagnosis. Furthermore, the idea of not all children being included 
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appears again even with the senior educators. SE claims that “Not all 

children with autism can be included” which was also pointed out by  EP 10 

and EP 14 in the survey section 4. For more details see heading (6.2.4). On 

the other hand, lack of awareness and wrong diagnoses is a big concern that 

appears in these interviews. 

 

These interviews show that inclusion is not in good practice yet. Very few 

schools that started the idea of “education for all” with the legislation, which 

recently started in kindergarten schools, should accept all children no matter 

of their condition.  Diagnosis, training programmes and support tools were 

all suggestions for improvement. Lack of awareness affects children, 

families and even teachers and schools in diagnosing and helping them. 

 

6.4 Conclusion 

To conclude, this chapter contains both qualitative and quantitative methods 

that have been analysed. The first survey of 242 is the quantitative part plus 

the open-end question and 5-semi structure interviews is the qualitative data.  

 

A summary will be presented in bullet point format below: 
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• Improvement is needed regarding the awareness of autism and 

inclusive practice in general in Saudi Arabia. 

• The importance of having a better diagnosis service to have better 

inclusion. 

• It is possible that mainstream schools have children with autism that 

have not been diagnosed. 

• Training programme is in the very short stage currently.  

• Lack of support and good facilities in mainstream schools in Saudi 

Arabia affecting inclusion practice.  

• Education for all have started in 4 schools in Riyadh. 

• Kindergarten schools accept children with all and any special needs 

nowadays.  

• Teacher’s attitudes towards the inclusion of children with autism vary 

in this study. 

• This study proved that teachers have no experience in working with 

children with autism. 

• There are limited spaces for children with autism in government 

centers and private schools are very expensive. 

• In the knowledge of autism section in the survey, most teachers 

claimed they understand the basic symptoms of autism. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: 
DISCUSSION 
 

7.1 Introduction 

This seventh chapter discusses the study results and compares them with 

those of previous studies. The previous two chapters, Chapters 5 and 6, 

presented the results of the study with respect to the research questions.  

 

To review, this study addresses the following four research questions:  

1. What do parents and educational professionals feel are the barriers to 

and facilitators of effective educational provision for children with 

autism in Saudi Arabia? 

2. How do parents and educational professionals feel about the level of 

awareness of autism in Saudi Arabia? 

3. What do parents and educational professionals feel are the barriers to 

and facilitators of achieving a diagnosis of autism in Saudi Arabia? 

4. What other factors do parents and educational professionals feel are 

the barriers to and facilitators of the provision of education for 

children with autism in Saudi Arabia? 
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To summarise, the original data sets that were used in this study include 

interviews conducted with parents and educational professionals and data 

collected from Twitter accounts and surveys. While it is important to 

examine the themes that emerged from each data set, this chapter 

comprehensively discusses all of these themes in the context of the research 

questions.   

 

This discussion focuses on the main research topic: awareness and school 

provision for Saudi children with autism. Moreover, as a result of the 

barriers to exploring the awareness that emerged in the study findings, this 

chapter discusses ways to overcome these barriers and investigates if they 

are mentioned in the literature. However, as previously mentioned (see 

Chapter 3), the literature on autism in Saudi Arabia and for Arab countries in 

general is largely unexplored. While a few recent studies have been 

published, they mostly concern either special education in general or gifted 

children. As a result, this research examined a broader research context, 

including the literature on the situation of ASD acceptance and school 

provision in the UK and the US. It should be noted that this research is 

underpinned in Systems theory, which illustrates that the people surrounding 
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the child with ASD affect his life, from the parents and teachers to the 

society as whole. Therefore, it is important to get the views of those people 

on the awareness and the school provision for children with autism in a way 

that could improve the child’s daily life and education.  

 

The focus of this thesis is educational provision for children with autism and 

in order to understand that and how it could work to the child’s best benefit, 

it is important to think about the different factors in making that decision. 

Furthermore, the Systems theory is useful because the child is not in 

isolation but also includes the views of the families and practitioners to 

determine the best outcome for the child. System theory helps by looking at 

the various systems of support around the child and as such, it is the best to 

fit with KSA context. 

 

The structure of this chapter is based on the study findings that emerged 

from data sets collected from parents of children with ASD and Saudi 

educational professionals. First, it outlines the main findings from this study 

and discusses the themes that emerged from the data analysis. The main 

theme that is addressed concerns the issues highlighted in this study, and the 

second heading and subheading under this theme focuses on increasing ASD 
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awareness and expanding diagnosis centers. Second, the chapter examines 

philosophical beliefs in inclusive education such as school provision for 

children with autism, parental and educational views regarding inclusion, a 

lack of teacher experience and training programme and their practical 

application. A conclusion and summary of this discussion is presented at the 

end of this chapter. 

 

7.2 Summary of the main findings 

This section summarises the main study findings. To review, these findings 

were based on the analysis of ten interviews with parents and five with 

senior education professionals, a survey of 242 teachers and education 

professionals and over 60 Twitter comments. First, the research suggests that 

both parents and educational professionals agree on the general lack of 

awareness concerning children with autism in Saudi Arabia, and 

subsequently, how it can affect the lives of children. Also, the participants 

agree that this lack of knowledge is the main barrier to inclusion of ASD 

children in mainstream Saudi schools. Another finding concerns the lack of 

ASD expertise and diagnosis centers in Riyadh, as well as other Saudi cities. 

This barrier has had a major impact on early intervention practices for 

children with ASD, as well as school provision for these children. The 
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majority of the parents interviewed for this study, as well as those who 

responded on Twitter, mentioned how long it can take to have their children 

diagnosed, and also how often incorrect diagnoses occur. Four out of five of 

the senior education interviewees also shared some incidents concerning 

mistakes and difficulties in obtaining correct diagnoses for children with 

ASD. 

 

According to the senior education professionals interviewed for this study, 

the process of integrating children with ASD into mainstream schools in 

KSA is still not very effective. In fact, there are just four schools in Riyadh 

that have recently begun accepting children with autism under the umbrella 

of “education for all”.  The majority of parents of children with ASD stated 

that they face many difficulties in securing school provision for their 

children. In fact, not one parent involved in this study stated that their child 

attends a mainstream school.  This could be the opportunity nature of the 

sample, but more likely it represents a significant barrier that this group of 

children face when trying to obtain appropriate educational provision in 

mainstream schools. 
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The parents who participated in this study generally have a positive view 

regarding mainstream school inclusion for their children, providing shadow 

teachers and well-trained staff are present.  The views of the educational 

professional respondents varied on the inclusion of ASD children, as it 

appears that they have little experience of integrating children with autism 

into mainstream Saudi schools. Finally, ASD training programmes for 

teachers and parents are in very short supply in Saudi Arabia. 

 

This summary provides an outline of the structure of this chapter. The 

following section highlights the issues raised in this study, including 

increasing awareness of ASD and expanding diagnosis centers.   

  

7.2 Key study results for consideration in Saudi Arabia 

The results of this study revealed the participant’s view that many important 

issues concerning children with autism need to be addressed in Saudi 

Arabia. Firstly, the data analysis relating to parent responses in this study 

suggess that a general lack of awareness of ASD issues in society and 

schools is a major barrier. User 38 from the Twitter indicated that “there are 

a huge lack of awareness of autism among society which affect the parents 

and the child on daily life”. In fact, this is one of the most important findings 
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of this study and is the primary challenge that should be given great 

consideration. Furthermore, it was surprising that this view was not unique.  

The results of the majority of the educational professional’s data are 

consistent with those of the parent’s data.  

 

For this chapter, there are three main sections, which center on the research 

questions. These are the lack of ASD awareness, difficulty in obtaining a 

diagnosis and philosophical beliefs in and practical approaches to inclusive 

education.  The issue of lack of ASD awareness is discussed in terms of the 

reality concerning autism awareness and the impact it has. Challenges 

surrounding ASD diagnosis is another major finding that this study has 

shown can affect children with autism in Saudi Arabia. These are matters 

that should be addressed by parents and educational professionals together, 

who agree that avoiding incorrect or late diagnosis is beneficial. In addition, 

the need for better ASD diagnostic services, and managing possible 

resistance from parents in obtaining a diagnosis for their children is another 

barrier that parents of children with autism face. This might be due to the 

lack of diagnosis centers and lack of awareness amongst parents. Also, 

another barrier that appears in this study is ensuring that parents do not need 
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to leave the country to receive either a diagnosis or better services and 

education.   

 

In the following section, the first theme is discussed which uses data from 

this study and compares it with the literature for similarities and differences.  

Lack of awareness is the first thing that needs to be consider and will be 

discussed under two parts, reality of awareness and the impact of the lack of 

the ASD awareness.  

 

7.2.1 Reality of awareness of autism 

7.2.1.1: Lack of awareness 

The main finding from this study concerns the views of the participants on 

the general lack of ASD awareness in Saudi society, schools, and sometimes 

even among parents. This is seen in the raw data in the Twitter account, 

interviews with parents and also some of the senior educator interviews 

mention “the lack of awareness affecting the teachers as well as the parents 

where some of them sometime even resist to diagnosis there children” (SE 

2). A comparison of this finding with the literature review discussed in 

section (3.2.2) illustrates that the level of ASD awareness in the US and the 

UK is high, as most studies concerning these two countries reveal a much 
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greater level of awareness and understanding of children with autism 

(Kulage, Smaldone, and Cohn (2014). However, to date, Arab countries 

generally lack an awareness of ASD, which is reflected in their limited 

literature on this topic (Alqurini, 2011). However, while very few studies on 

ASD awareness have been conducted in Saudi Arabia or Arab countries in 

general, some research on this subject has been done in Oman, Qatar, 

Jordan, and Lebanon, and these results are discussed in this chapter. While 

not all of these studies discuss awareness of autism specifically, they 

mention autism, the situation of children with autism in these countries and 

the lack of awareness which is not different from what was found in this 

study.  

 

Clearly, the results presented in Chapters 5 and 6 show that participants feel 

there is a significant lack of awareness regarding children with autism in 

Saudi Arabia, and that this is a serious issue in Saudi society. The research 

participants who responded on Twitter, as well as the parents and senior 

educational professionals who were interviewed all agree on this finding. 

Surprisingly, a recent US study by Tipton and Blacher (2014) showed that 

even though the US recognised autism a long time ago, there is still a need 

for improvement. Furthermore, as Sun and Allison (2010, p. 157) stated, 
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“although ASD is commonly recognized in Europe and America, it is a 

relatively new concept in the Eastern world,” which supports the findings of 

this study.  As discussed previously, the results of this study show that much 

work is required to improve the autism awareness situation in Saudi Arabia. 

The literature also states that the situation in Nepal regarding ASD 

awareness seems to be no different than that in Saudi Arabia. As Shrestha 

and Shrestha (2014) pointed out, even Nepalese children with autism who 

receive a diagnosis usually miss the opportunity for early intervention due to 

non-existent awareness and knowledge about ASD. In addition, a few 

studies mentioned in the literature review in section 3.4.1 discuss research 

completed in Qatar and Oman on how lack of awareness is a major issue 

affecting children with autism in these countries. In fact, many recent studies 

show that increasing awareness about the issues surrounding children with 

autism is a crucial and controversial aspect in some regions of the world.  

 

Furthermore, these views typically surface mainly in relation to the possible 

contribution of autistic difficulties to the situations and behaviours causing 

concern that parents typically described as a lack of awareness of, or 

sometimes an outright reluctance to, accept (Whitaker, 2007). According to 

Huang, Jia, and Wheeler (2013, p. 1999), in China, “due to a lack of 
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understanding of atypical human development and cultural barriers in this 

country, parents tend to feel shameful of having a child with special needs, 

such as autism.” While this attitude was not present in the data collected for 

the present study, and parents did not express feelings of being ashamed at 

all, the cultural barriers that did come up among respondents were mainly a 

result of a lack of awareness. 

 

Although a number of participants pointed out that Saudis need to improve 

their awareness of all sorts of special needs, such as learning difficulties, 

mental disorders and Down syndrome, autism is in much more need of 

increased awareness. It is possible to hypothesise that in the literature this 

situation is less likely to occur in the UK and USA, as they are much more 

responsive to caring for children with autism and special needs in general. 

However, some of the participants in this study mentioned that on World 

Autism Awareness Day, many Saudi schools and centers, as well as 

hospitals, acted in such a way to increase the ASD awareness in society. The 

literature from China on this topic also supports this finding by indicating 

that more intervention and educational opportunities have been created as a 

result of increased social awareness of autism (Huang et al., 2013). 
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The parents involved in the present study pointed out that one possible 

explanation for a lack of ASD awareness in Saudi Arabia is a lack of support 

and assistance from the government, specifically its Ministries of Health, 

Media and Education. According to Tipton and Blacher (2014, p. 482), 

“researchers need to address how best to increase familiarity and even the 

more basic question of under what conditions being more aware leads to 

being more accepting.” However, the most important aspect of increasing 

awareness is the greater acceptance that it could result in, and Matson and 

Kozlowski (2011) stated this increase can also benefit parents. The benefits 

of increased ASD awareness may also be useful in helping to improve 

services, school provision and diagnosis centers.  

 

7.2.1.2 Impact of a lack of ASD awareness  

The majority of parents in this study stated that at this point in time, 

inclusion cannot be achieved for children with autism because of a general 

lack of societal awareness about these children. User 38 pointed out that 

“lack of awareness of children with autism in mainstream schools prevent 

cooperation with the teacher and other students in the school and this will 

affect the child’s learning”.  One possible way forward was presented by the 

senior education interviewees who emphasised that schools should increase 
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awareness of autism among head teachers, teachers, students and other 

school employees. They asserted that if ASD awareness were to increase in 

schools, a large part of society would become more aware of this issue, as 

schools include students, families, teachers, head teachers and social 

workers.  

 

Together, these results provide important insights into increasing ASD 

awareness and how this could help children with autism that might be 

affected when staff do not know that a child has ASD. In accordance with 

these results, two recent studies in particular discuss autism awareness, and 

suggest that broader diagnostic criteria or increased awareness will result in 

the increase in the incidence of autism disorders (Kulage, Smaldone and 

Cohn, 2014). Another view is that restricted access to care or cultural 

differences in autism symptom awareness has resulted in diagnostic 

disparities, which may be due to the fact that families of different races and 

ethnicities lack awareness (Boswell, Zablotsky, and Smith, 2014). In fact, 

Fombonne (2005) claimed that the rapid increase in the prevalence of autism 

is undeniable, whether it is due to increased awareness, genetics, 

environmental influences, or ever-evolving diagnostic criteria. These studies 

clearly indicate a relationship between increasing ASD awareness and 
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increasing prevalence. As Boswell et al. (2014, p. 98) pointed out, “From the 

time that autism was officially recognized in 1943 through the 1970s, it was 

considered a rare disorder, with a prevalence of roughly 0.5 individuals per 

1,000 this estimate doubled by the 1980.” Most professional educators who 

contributed to this study acknowledged the possibility that there might be 

children with autism in Saudi schools that have gone undiagnosed because 

of a lack of awareness. 

 

As previously stated, the study findings indicate that a number of impacts 

stem from lack of ASD awareness. One of these impacts, feeling isolated, 

was mentioned by three parents, and they expressed this by explaining the 

difficulties they face going out with their children. This impact is also due to 

the perception of the public that leads parents to feel uncomfortable. This 

phenomenon could be described through the lens of Systems Theory, which 

was applied in this study, and how the systems of social life may work to 

affect individual children with autism, as well as their families, societies, 

and governments. Therefore, if we want to help children with autism by 

increasing the level of general awareness, this must be done through 

government, societal, and familial support. 
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Another affect of a lack of ASD awareness shown in this study concerns 

problems related to parents’ health and wellbeing. Six parents involved in 

this study reported that they are often very tired, and are starting to have 

health problem themselves, which they claim i due to the pressure from 

having a child with autism. In addition, in Saudi society, mothers are seen as 

the primary caregivers for children, and some of the mothers in this study 

state that sometimes they cannot go out unless they arrange for childcare. 

This applies even when the child is old enough to stay with another member 

of the family. For example, if a child is 10 years old and he has older sister, 

the mother cannot leave him with his sister alone and go out because he has 

ASD. This can affect families financially, and any related health problems 

that arise can increase government costs of caring for parents in terms of 

prescriptions and medical visits. Furthermore, a lack of ASD awareness can 

affect the lives of families seeing to their day-to-day needs, such as grocery 

shopping or visiting a shopping mall.     

 

In addition, several studies have discussed how a lack of ASD awareness, 

particularly in schools, could have a large affect on recognising children 

with autism (Stewart, 2012). As discussed earlier, increasing awareness 
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among school communities is crucial, and many different ways exist to do 

so.  

 

According to the participants in this study, many strata of society have no 

idea what autism is, so the need to improve awareness is essential. Many 

parents who participated especially in the Twitter account have suggested 

some possible way to increase societal awareness which could begin by 

having media outlets (e.g. television, radio, Internet) produce content that 

explains autism and why people should to be aware of it. To support, in the 

literature, a number of articles mention the role of the media in increasing 

awareness of autism in the UK and the US, which is absent in Saudi Arabia 

and should be considered (Burn and Parker, 2003; Matson and Kozlowski, 

2011; Tipton and Blacher, 2014).  

 

Moreover, as Salomone, Charman, McConachie, and Warreyn (2015, p. 

144) argued, “public awareness initiatives as well as training for 

professionals should be put in place to promote early detection of ASD and 

access to intervention across Europe.” Hence, it could conceivably be 

hypothesised that in Saudi Arabia, early identification of children with 

autism and access to intervention programs could lead to increase public 
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awareness and initiatives, as well as training for professionals. These initial 

results suggest a link between increasing awareness and early diagnosis.  

 

The following section discusses the findings regarding ASD diagnosis 

centers and what parents and educational professionals have supported. 

 

7.2.2 Diagnosis centers 

In this study, parents and senior educators described the major difficulties in 

finding diagnostic centers and a shortage in the availability of the existing 

centers and expertise. The literature review (see Chapter 3.4.2) classified 

that late and often incorrect diagnoses for special needs children are a 

serious global issue. One study by Murshid (2011) indicated that due to the 

unreliability of specific tests for diagnosing children with autism, late 

diagnosis may affect children with autism and their families. In addition, 

Hussein, Taha, and Almanasef (2011), noted that due to the limited access to 

services in Saudi Arabia, delays exist in early interventions for ASD 

children. The findings of this research support these studies, and the 

following sections discuss the four main aspects related to diagnosis that 

emerged in this research: 1) improved diagnostic services are required, 2) 
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avoiding incorrect diagnoses, 3) possible resistance to obtaining a diagnosis, 

and 4) leaving the country to get a diagnosis.  

 

7.2.2.1 Improved diagnosis services needed 

The parent interviewees, Twitter account respondents and educational 

professionals in this study all agreed on the lack of diagnosis centers for 

children with autism in Saudi Arabia. The consequence of this shortfall has 

made the situation challenging for many of the parents. Furthermore, the 

educational professionals interviewed agreed on the lack of diagnosis 

services and how it can affect the ability to help and educate children with 

autism. Failing to identify children with autism early can limit the potential 

for their appropriate education, and delay putting plans in place for early 

interventions. 

 

In this study, the majority parents revealed their concerns regarding how 

much they struggle to get an accurate ASD diagnosis for their children in 

Saudi Arabia (see Section 5.2.2). While the city of Riyadh has some 

diagnosis centers, parents reported negative experiences with these centers. 

Furthermore, parents living outside Riyadh have the additional problem of 

limited access to diagnosis centers or private schools. Two parents in the 
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study mentioned that they travelled to other cities or countries to get help 

and access diagnostic services for their children. Alquraini (2011) published 

one of the few Saudi studies relevant to this topic (see Section 3.4.2), which 

supports the finding that Saudi Arabia lacks sufficient diagnosis centers and 

specialists in children with autism to meet demand.  

 

In a European study, Salomone et al. (2015, p.141) argued that, “Autism 

Spectrum Disorder (ASD) can in some cases be reliably diagnosed by age 

two, but in community settings the mean age at diagnosis is often 

considerably higher.” The current study found that all children involved in 

this study were diagnosed above the age of two, and that this delay in 

diagnosis resulted in a delay in early intervention as well.  

 

Moreover, in accordance with the present study’s results, previous studies 

have demonstrated the difficulty in finding access to services based on 

geographic locations, which can contribute to delays in diagnosis and 

treatment for many children, regardless of racial background (Boswell et al., 

2014). A study carried out in Nepal concurred that delaying recognition of 

ASD symptoms in children and not seeking advice early enough is likely 
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why diagnoses are made at such advanced ages (Shrestha and Shrestha, 

2014). 

 

Further, many study participants highlighted the extensive work the Saudi 

Ministry of Education needs to do to address these issues, which will be 

discussed in more detail in conclusion chapter. To clarify, the study results 

corroborate the findings of Alnahdi's (2014) work, which concluded that 

centers specialising in diagnosis and the assessment of special education 

services should be set up around the country by the Ministry of Education in 

order to form multidisciplinary teams and consistency in addressing the 

needs of ASD children. Furthermore, Alnahdi’s (2014) suggested that these 

centers could work towards raising awareness of the required standards for 

assessment and diagnostic procedures. In regions where large schools exist, 

these schools should be prepared and equipped to support diagnosis centers, 

using a model that should be produced by the Ministry of Education. Along 

with the short history of diagnosis centers for children with autism in Saudi 

Arabia, incorrect diagnoses also occurred and are being discussed next. 
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7.2.2.2 Avoiding incorrect diagnoses 

In this study, the topic of incorrect diagnosis emerged several times from the 

data collected from parents and senior educational professionals. In addition, 

one senior educator discussed the errors that can sometimes occur in 

diagnosis, and how such errors can cause educational and psychological 

harm to children and upset parents. This is one of the major issues that the 

participants felt that the Saudi Ministry of Education need to improve 

urgently. 

 

This finding is rather surprising, in that many parents reported that trusting 

diagnosis results is difficult, as some of their children have been incorrectly 

diagnosed many times, forcing some parents to visit other centers and 

sometimes even travel to other countries in an attempt to secure what they 

feel is a reliable diagnosis. As always, it is important to consider the 

potential sample bias in these responses. However, after reviewing the 

literature, it could be argued that incorrect diagnosis may also result from the 

many changes in the diagnostic criteria for autism (Matson and Kozlowski, 

2011).  

 



 239 

Furthermore, the study results corroborate the findings of a great deal of 

work in China. For instance, Sun et al (2015) reported that in China, the 

diagnostic process for autism is relatively short and is made without 

multidisciplinary assessment. Also, the parents involved in this study 

reported that the diagnosis of ASD children at Saudi centers often takes less 

than half an hour, and they argued that this is not the case in other countries.  

 

Furthermore, Hertz and Delwiche (2009) claimed that the increase in the 

number of children with autism is due to the changes in diagnosis from the 

category of mental retardation to ASD. For this study, a senior educational 

professional reported that he knows of a number of cases of incorrect 

diagnosis in Saudi Arabia that led to the label of mental retardation. 

Moreover, according to (Huang et al., 2013), due to poor awareness of ASD 

among professionals in China, particularly psychiatrists, many individuals 

with both autism and cognitive impairments have simply been diagnosed as 

having only cognitive impairments.  

 

The results of the present study corroborate findings that KSA physicians 

often have a lack of knowledge about autism and its treatment and show 

resistance, which can lead to problems including late diagnosis (Shrestha 
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and Shrestha, 2014). A possible explanation for this may be the lack of 

trained and expert physicians. Another point worth addressing is the fact that 

sometimes a diagnosis of ASD is not easy to make due to the child’s young 

age or lack of meeting all the criteria that constitute ASD.  

 

7.2.2.3 Possible resistance to receiving a formal diagnosis 

Some parents involved in this study have resisted having their children 

diagnosed, which could also be one of the effects of lack of awareness. One 

interviewee, the mother of a 14-year-old with autism, pointed out that she 

helps her child by herself at home, and enrolled him in a mainstream school 

setting without telling school officials that he has autism. Thus, she avoided 

labeling him, but she also explained that caring for him at home without an 

education would have been much harder. In one of the most important ASD 

awareness studies conducted in an Arab country, Al-Farsi et al. (2010) 

argued that parents may resist diagnosis because of a lack of awareness and 

failure to recognise symptoms. The impact of this often appears in schools, 

where an ASD child might have to repeat an academic year due to not 

receiving appropriate help. Also, simply labeling a child with autism as 

naughty or lazy is another impact that could result in him not receiving an 

accurate diagnosis. The issue could also affect the nation, due to increased 
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costs for educating a child for each year he or she repeats. As discussed in 

Chapter 4, according to system theory, these problems can affect children 

with autism, their parents and teachers, and as such affect their schools, 

environment, and eventually society. To explain, as a result of parents 

resisting a diagnosis, the child is left without specialised help and risks 

losing specialised support of the teachers and other children and 

consequently may not be able to reach his full potential to pass the 

examinations or assessment curriculum for each year. This sometimes gives 

the teachers little choice other than to recommend the child to repeat the year 

as teachers may think the reasons for this lack of progress are due to the 

child being lazy or naughty with unhelpful parents. Of course, this is not the 

best way to support a child who has ASD and increasing awareness should 

help to avoid such resistance as well as the need to leave the country, which 

will be discussed next.  

 

7.2.2.4 Leaving the country to receive a diagnosis  

In this study, ten Twitter account users who identified themselves as a parent 

of a child with autism reported that they went abroad either to have their 

child diagnosed or for early intervention and identified Jordan and the UAE 

(Dubai) as their most common destinations. However, this option depends 
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on a family’s level of income, as wealthier families may consider the UK 

and US as providing better service and expertise. Al-Farsi et al. (2012) 

discussed how parents in Oman expressed that leaving the country to have 

their child diagnosed was their only option, due to the shortage of qualified 

physicians and health centers for ASD children in Saudi Arabia (see Chapter 

3, Section 3.5.2). 

 

Providing competent diagnostic services could assist Saudi Arabia, as well 

as its citizens, to avoid incurring additional costs of educating children with 

autism in mainstream schools, as some end up repeating an academic year as 

discussed previously. Studies of autism in the UK and US (Sun and Allison, 

2010) suggests other countries should reconsider their attempts in  

simulating their work with children with autism. This suggestion will be 

explored further in the conclusion chapter.  However, Sun and Allison 

(2010, p. 165) also pointed out that “methodological differences in case 

definition, screening instruments and diagnostic criteria were evident 

between countries which makes it very difficult to compare the studies”. In 

accordance with the present results, previous studies have demonstrated that 

due to various barriers, many families have found it necessary to travel to 



 243 

health care facilities that are far away, move their entire families, or look to 

educational systems for diagnosis and treatment (Boswell et al., 2014).  

 

According to Salomone et al. (2015), even in the medically well-served 

areas of Europe described in their study, concerns were expressed about the 

difficulty of obtaining a timely ASD diagnosis. As mentioned earlier, many 

parents reported the limited time taken in diagnosing their children, which 

often resulted in an incorrect diagnosis.  

 

Based on the study data and the literature, Section 7.2 discussed one of the 

most important aspects of this research, which is a lack of ASD awareness 

and diagnosis services.  

 

The following section addresses the second important aspect of this study, 

namely inclusive practices in Saudi Arabia. 

   

7.3 Philosophical beliefs in and practical approaches to 

inclusive education 

It should be noted that with respect to inclusion, the study findings suggest 

that there are not yet places in Saudi Arabia to include ASD children in 
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inclusive mainstream schools. Many studies regarding inclusion appear in 

the literature review, particularly concerning parents’ perspectives on special 

educational needs and teacher attitudes towards inclusion (see Chapter 3, 

Sections 3.5&3.7). Based on the literature review and the study data, school 

provision is a major issue that affects children with ASD. The most obvious 

finding to emerge from the data analysis is that parents have many concerns 

about placing their children in mainstream schools (see Chapter 5 section 

5.2.3). Moreover, the results of this study indicate that teachers and 

educational professionals face a number of issues and obstacles (see Chapter 

6 section 6.2.4). This section discusses these findings in more detail and is 

divided into three subsections: 1) school provision for children with autism 

in Saudi Arabia, 2) parents and educational professionals’ views on inclusive 

education, 3) lack of experience among mainstream teachers, and 4) lack of 

training programmes. Most of these subsections address the fourth research 

question. 

 

7.3.1 School provision for children with autism in Saudi Arabia 

According to the study findings, the majority of parents and educational 

professionals have stated that children with autism are generally not yet 

included in mainstream schools in Saudi Arabia. In fact, parents report that 
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most of the children discussed in this study attend private autism schools or 

centers. The senior educators also mentioned that the practice of including 

ASD children in mainstream schools is still in its early stages, and 

programme for early intervention is very limited.  

 

Moreover, many parents show little concern about including their children in 

mainstream schools, as they believe that the lack of ASD awareness in 

society will have a negative impact on their children. This section will 

discuss the issues surrounding inclusive practices and gender segregation in 

the Saudi school system. 

 

7.3.1.1 Inclusive practices 

This study has resulted in a greater understanding of the issues facing 

inclusive practice in Saudi Arabia and affecting ASD school provision. It 

has also highlighted how inclusive practice is still overdue and there is great 

work to be done to achieve inclusion effectively and efficiently.  It’s clearly 

shown from the results that schools, teachers and the general environment in 

mainstream schools is still not equipped to integrate children with ASD. 

This fact appeared in chapter 6 in which the professionals’ data analysis 

showed that there was a lack of knowledge, support and encouragement for 
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teachers to get to know children with ASD and how they can deal with them. 

That was mainly what the professionals expressed when they were asked 

about their views about awareness and school provision for children with 

autism. Therefore, although inclusive practice is crucial and has been 

addressed earlier as explained in Frederickson, Jones & Lang, (2010, P.63), 

they have stated that “over the past 15 years, educational inclusion has 

emerged as a key issue in educational policy both nationally and 

internationally.” Unfortunately, the inclusion in Saudi Arabia is still an issue 

and not applied appropriately.  

 

A senior educator working in the Ministry of Education’s Special 

Educational Needs Department reported that the process of including 

children with autism in mainstream schools is still in its very early stages. In 

fact, the inclusion of children with other disabilities, such as Downs 

Syndrome, is much further along than autism. According to Reed, Osborne, 

and Waddington (2012, p. 749), “current legislation often encourages 

inclusion into mainstream schools of children with special educational 

needs, including those with autism spectrum disorders.” The current study 

did not corroborate this result, as the findings show that the special 

educational needs of children are still largely unattended to in Saudi Arabia. 
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However, one positive finding of this research as emphasised by one senior 

educator is that new legislation 

(https://departments.moe.gov.sa/EducationAgency/RelatedDepartments/SPE

CIALEDUCATION/Pages/Autism.aspx) in Saudi Arabia mandates that 

kindergartens accept all children regardless of any special educational needs. 

Even so, the majority of educational professionals in this study state that 

cooperation, teaching methods, inclusion legislation, social adaptation and 

academic improvements for including children with autism all remain 

lacking in Saudi Arabia.  

 

Other Arab countries are ahead of KSA in this respect. Elzein (2009) argued 

that Arab countries such as Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia and UAE have already 

taken appropriate measures to restructure their educational hierarchy to 

combine the educational systems into one by adopting the UNESCO 

agreement on Education for All (ibid). In addition, special education 

services in Saudi Arabia have received much attention over the past 15 years 

(Alnahdi, 2014). However, in this study, participants reported that it appears 

much work remains to reform the Saudi education system to fulfill the 

UNESCO agreement on Education for All. Cordesman and Burke (2002) 

explain that while the Saudi government has made education a priority, the 
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means to move forward are not yet in place, and neither are the necessary 

efficacy indicators to measure the outcomes (Aljughaiman and Grigorenko, 

2013). 

 

However, this result is much different to the standard practice in other 

countries. Reed et al. (2012) found that in the UK, 50 to 60% of children 

with ASD are now enrolled in mainstream schools. However, a Chinese 

study indicated that the situation there is similar to Saudi Arabia’s, and that, 

“education for children with severe developmental disabilities, especially 

autism spectrum disorders (ASDs), is still the greatest challenge in the field” 

(Huang et al., 2013, p. 1991). According to Al-Mousa (2007), Saudi Arabia 

has a leading role in the Arab world when it comes to integrating students 

with disabilities into regular schools. In fact, over 90% of male students and 

65% of female students with disabilities have been integrated into its 

mainstream schools (Al-Mousa, 2007). Even so, the findings of this study 

dovetail those of others, such as Althabet (2002), who claimed that many 

children still lack educational services, and that, “special education is still in 

its early stages, in general, and the practice of the education of students with 

down syndrome is also in its early stages, in particular” (Al-Ajmi, 2006, p. 

4). 
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The findings of this study have shown that children with autism are 

generally not being included in mainstream Saudi schools and are thus not 

receiving mainstream school provision. However, two of the ten interviewed 

parents have claimed that they are not willing to include their children in a 

mainstream school setting for many reasons based on their personal 

experience. Mainstream school provision should be provided to all ASD 

children and parents have the right to choose what they think is better for 

their children. Based on the literature, the evidence shows that inclusive 

practices can expand a child’s personal interests and knowledge of the 

world, which is excellent preparation for adulthood (Elzein, 2009). In 

contrast, mixed evidence appears from some studies that claim these benefits 

are very rare (Davis et al., 2004: Humphrey and Parkinson, 2006). 

Moreover, this study has been unable to demonstrate that Saudi Arabia has 

adopted a ‘rights’ agenda encouraged by UNESCO through its Salamanca 

statement (UNESCO, 1994), which forms an important basis for current 

policy both in the UK (DfES, 2001, 2004) and US (IDEA, 1997). 

Furthermore, the idea of inclusion has been operationalized and the drive to 

place children in mainstream schools has gained great momentum from 

many sources (Reed et al., 2012). This should be considered in Saudi 
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Arabia, as it appears in this study that this is not the case. Similarly, 

according to Huang et al. (2013), many children in China who have autism 

do not have access to any form of treatment or intervention. 

 

Furthermore, it is important to note that while some studies have found that 

it is crucial to offer a range of provisions for children with ASD, it has been 

shown that children with autism who are placed in special schools make 

greater gains in conduct-related areas relative to children in mainstream 

schools (Reed et al., 2012). Furthermore, Boswell et al. (2014) argued that 

education systems play a crucial role in the provision of both these service 

elements in managing a number of disparities that are present in the 

diagnosis and treatment of children with autism spectrum disorders. Finally, 

this study shows that the sample feels very strongly that inclusive practice 

should be active in all mainstream schools in Saudi Arabia for all ASD 

children who can be educated in a mainstream setting with other students.  

 

7.3.1.2 Segregation of schools by gender 

In Saudi Arabia, all educational facilities are segregated by gender for both 

children and teachers starting from year one primary school until university 

(see Section 2.3). Abed, Pearson, Clarke, and Chambers (2014) explained 



 251 

that this segregation is mainly due to religious and cultural reasons, and 

students and teachers cannot conduct visits to each others’ schools, although 

telephone contact is permitted. However, very few research studies discuss 

or mention this limitation on sharing practice in Saudi culture.  

 

According to 90% of parents interviewed in this study, this fact of the Saudi 

educational system has affected children with autism, primarily because it is 

usually the mother who looks after the children, especially if they have 

special needs. Mothers in Saudi Arabia are usually the primary caregivers, 

with full responsibility for daily child care routines such as feeding, 

sleeping, cleaning, dressing and even teaching and helping with homework. 

Moreover, Saudi culture dictates that if a Saudi child has any special needs, 

the mother’s responsibility is even greater.  

 

In addition, autism generally affects more boys than girls, so it is often not 

easy for mothers of boys to enroll a child with autism in mainstream schools 

as they are not permitted to work closely with or even contact their child’s 

teachers (Heina, Tana, Aljughaiman, and Grigorenko, 2014). However, as 

mentioned earlier, the literature review showed little evidence of the impact 

of this segregation on school provision in Saudi Arabia, and how it effects 
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children with autism and their families. In the following section, school 

provision for children with autism in Saudi Arabia will be discussed in more 

detail, along with the study findings regarding the views of parents and 

educational professionals on school provision.  

 

7.3.2 Parents’ and educational professionals’ views regarding inclusive 

education 

Many parents involved in this study reported great concern regarding school 

provision, as they found private schools too expensive, and the level of 

teaching and expertise lacking. As discussed previously, school inclusion in 

Saudi Arabia remains in its early stages, which means it cannot be fully 

relied upon, because neither teachers nor mainstream school students know 

enough about how to support children with autism. Another important point 

is that schools should be prepared in terms of early intervention, as this will 

help children with autism improve their social and academic levels. These 

findings corroborate those of Griffith, Fletcher, and Hastings (2012), in that 

the lack of availability of appropriate intervention is one of the most 

problematic issues for children with autism and their families. There are 

similarities between the attitudes expressed by parents in this study and 

those described by Whitaker (2007), as he showed that parents of children 
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with ASD attending mainstream schools identify serious concerns in terms 

of social experiences in school as well as with children’s experiences and 

progress. Furthermore, parents expect school staff to take any concerns that 

they may have about their child’s experience and progress seriously (ibid). 

In fact, Dubis and Bernadowski (2014) showed that proper communication 

between families and school officials can assist in improving students’ 

academic achievement and promote their behavioural development. In 

addition, some research has shown that parents need teachers to respect their 

knowledge of their children, understand their individual needs and provide 

parents with information, feedback and support, as opposed to blaming 

parents for any shortcomings in their children’s education. A large gap exists 

between families and schools in Saudi Arabia, and this must be addressed, as 

both parents and teachers must work together to find solutions and overcome 

any barriers (ibid). 

 

The benefits of inclusion for children with ASD in mainstream schools were 

not revealed in this study, as expressed by the majority of both parents and 

senior education professionals. Furthermore, some of these professionals 

have negative feelings and views about including children with autism in 

mainstream schools. For example, “inclusion cannot be achieved” is a 
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response to the open-ended questions on the survey. In addition, the teachers 

suggested that parents should be more active in addressing a child’s needs 

and development. As Dubis and Bernadowski (2014, p. 167) pointed out, “in 

the Middle East, parental involvement in both general and special education 

is considered a new phenomenon, meaning it is a fairly new area for 

educational researchers to investigate.” It is interesting to note that another 

researcher reported that some special education teachers in Saudi Arabia 

have no interest in explaining and discussing a child’s situation and 

improvement with parents and they refuse to collaborate with parents (Abed, 

et al, 2014). This could be one of the reasons that make the majority of the 

parents unwilling to integrate their children in mainstream schools. Byrne 

(2013) adds that teachers initially appeared not to want special needs 

children in their classes, due to the lack of understanding around the concept 

of inclusion and children reaching their full potential as well as the time it 

takes for this attitude to change.  

 

Sometimes, parents do not openly communicate with school officials, 

despite its importance. In addition, many parents do not attend school 

meetings and do not show an interest in their child’s academic and 

behavioural problems, placing the full responsibility of the child’s education 
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on teachers. This finding in the literature might partly explain the perceived 

negative attitude of teachers regarding the inclusion of children with 

disabilities in mainstream schools, and they may think that uncooperative 

parents may complicate an already difficult task for them. This is in addition 

to the amount of work that is required from them in order to meet the needs 

of the child with ASD. 

 

It has been acknowledged that, “parents’ attitudes affect the success of 

inclusion and their attitude have been shown to be more favorable when 

allowed input into the decision-making process” (Elzein, 2009, P. 165). The 

literature review and the results of this study confirm that both parents and 

educational professionals have many concerns regarding inclusion, and that 

determining whether parents or professional educationalists are correct is 

very controversial. The findings of this study therefore concur with the 

results obtained by Bhatnagar and Das (2014), who discovered that while 

teachers recognise that more attention needs to be paid to children with 

autism and other special needs students, which can make teaching difficult 

in a mainstream classroom, effective preparation would help to mitigate 

these difficulties. These findings are useful when analysing the data from 

this study. Saudi Arabia is still not very advanced in terms of school 
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inclusion, and while most of these findings are predictable, more research is 

needed to prove what works best in terms of inclusion and to that the needs 

of children with autism should be put first. As Bhatnagar and Das (2014, p. 

18) stated, “it is what these teachers believe and do in classrooms that has 

the potential to make inclusion a success”. Among all of these concerns 

according to the parents in this study, the obvious barrier to inclusive 

practices is the lack of experience in mainstream schools among teachers 

and staff, and this will be discussed next.   

 

7.3.3 Lack of experience among mainstream school teachers 

The survey results of this study show that few of the samples of teachers in 

Saudi Arabia have experience working with children with autism, and 

because the survey was distributed to both private and mainstream schools, 

it is likely that the few teachers who reported having experience are from 

private schools. In fact, one of the interviewee’s mothers pointed out that she 

is a teacher and did not know about autism until her son was diagnosed. In 

this case, it is possible that a lack of experience affects teacher’s attitudes 

towards ASD inclusion. Furthermore, because of the lack of awareness and 

knowledge, children with ASD may be assumed to be lazy or naughty.  
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Training programmes are essential for providing teachers a clear sense of 

how to work with children with autism and to think positively about 

inclusion. In addition, most parents pointed out that mainstream teachers’ 

lack of experience is the main barrier preventing children with autism from 

being educated in mainstream schools. Because of this, many parents 

reported that they have resisted placing their child in a mainstream setting, 

and they explained that this is because they know their children will not 

benefit from inclusion, and that schools should prepare themselves to teach 

ASD students beforehand. To this point, Al-Sharbati et al. (2015) explained 

how teachers in Oman reported having little knowledge of autism, and that 

many misconceptions about ASD exist among mainstream teachers. 

 

The idea of having shadow teachers in the classroom emerged frequently in 

the study results, particularly from the parents’ point of view. Many parents 

indicated that in order to be able to enroll their children in mainstream 

schools, shadow teachers must be provided to help their child integrate with 

other children and look after them (see Chapter 5). This finding runs 

contrary to those of previous studies, which suggest that special needs 

education is the responsibility of all teachers in a school, and that general 

education teachers should help make school environments supportive for the 
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inclusion of students with disabilities, and that the Ministry of Education 

must make this position clear (Alnahdi, 2014). Furthermore, Alnahdi (2014) 

found that general education teachers claim students with disabilities are 

only the responsibility of special education teachers, because these education 

teachers are paid 30% more than other teachers. This notion emerged in the 

answer to the open-ended question of the research survey, in which some 

teachers suggested that only special education teachers should teach students 

with ASD. 

 

Another study by Huang et al., (2013) supported the finding of this study 

which is although there a lack of knowledge and expertise in autism exists 

among many general education teachers, these schools are often not 

affordable for parents, even if it appropriate for children with autism. 

Moreover, many children who have both autism and mild to moderate 

cognitive impairment attend special schools, and their parents pay either 

reduced or no tuition (Huang et al., 2013). The results of this Chinese study 

were similar to those of his study and showed how a lack of knowledge and 

inexperienced teachers can affect the education of children with autism. 

Clearly, along with a proper attitude, teachers require sufficient specialised 

knowledge and skills to ensure inclusive school practices. These two factors 
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are linked, as teachers who do not have a positive attitude towards inclusion 

will employ less effective strategies within the classroom (Bhatnagar and 

Das, 2014). Another important result of this study concerns a lack of training 

programmes for both parents and teachers which will be discussed in more 

detail in the following section. 

 

7.3.4 Lack of training programme for both parents and teachers  

In this study, the results showed the respondents felt strongly that more 

training programmes are needed for parents and teachers in Saudi 

mainstream schools. Most of the parents in this study sample argued that 

very few training programme exist to help them to understand how they 

should care for their children, and what to do to reach them in a more 

effective way. Several researchers have advocated intensive training for all 

teachers in order to effectively cope with students with special educational 

needs within an inclusive setting (Heina et al., 2014). According to one 

senior educator interviewee, the shortage of teacher training programmes is a 

dilemma facing the Saudi Ministry of Education, as there is no clear plan for 

how teachers will be able to undertake in such training. Moreover, as Abed 

et al. (2014) demonstrated, in Saudi Arabia, some universities offer modules 

about educating children with special educational needs as one element of 
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various bachelor’s degrees, but students do not receive specific training on 

autism. This also supports earlier observations, which showed that the 

demand exists for teacher training in the area of autism and special needs in 

schools (Reed et al., 2012). In addition, according to the study findings, 

teachers and parents feel they should be well prepared to help children with 

autism, as this will benefit the government in being able to follow 

UNESCO’s Salamanca agreement of “education for all” (Phadarig, 2007). 

However, the Saudi state often does not provide sufficient resources to 

implement this directive, despite policies already in place, and along with a 

lack of teachers with appropriate training and experience (Bhatnagar and 

Das, 2014). 

 

This research shows the importance for the Saudi Ministries of Education 

and Health to implement a well-planned training programme in Saudi Arabia 

that increases awareness and access to centers, which provide the diagnosis 

of ASD. Such training programmes should be run throughout the year so that 

they can include a large number of parents and teachers. Also, a training 

programme specifically for teachers who have children with autism in their 

classes is essential, and the Ministry of Education should help these children 

to be understood and not feel isolated. According to Byrne (2013), a primary 
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concern among parents of ASD children is the way that these children may 

become isolated in mainstream schools; therefore, an educational 

programme within mainstream schools could help them work according to 

their abilities and feel a sense of achievement (Byrne, 2013). Finally, 

Frederickson, Jones, and Lang (2010) pointed out that these challenges are 

particularly difficult for teachers who consider their work an interactive and 

social activity. Despite the fact that special education services have 

increased dramatically over the past 15 years in Saudi Arabia, the quality of 

these services has not improved much, and the expected outcomes have 

remained much the same (Alnahdi, 2014).  

 

The researcher found that there are a number of major challenges regarding 

the existing school provision for children with autism in KSA. But perhaps 

the most important and wide-reaching implication revealed by the findings, 

derived from the data in this study, is the urgent need for teacher training 

and support for understanding children with ASD. This research suggests 

that the current provision of in-service teacher training for general teachers 

is insufficient according to the opinions of the participating professionals. 

Hence, much more needs to be done by the Ministry of Education in order to 

meet the teachers’ needs, with specific focus on the identification processes 
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and effective teaching strategies for ASD student which can be utilised in 

the classroom to better meet the needs their need. This can be achieved by 

offering specially developed training programmes for teachers, to develop 

students and the school as a whole.  

 

The researcher acknowledges that this is a real challenge facing the Saudi 

Ministry of Education at present, but adequately and effectively meeting this 

requirement could be a real force for change as research has consistently 

found that professional development programmes have the potential to 

improve teaching practices and increase inclusive education overall 

achievements (Vescio et al., 2008). Therefore, well-designed, well-

developed and consistently delivered teacher training programme have the 

potential to benefit all students with ASD in Saudi classrooms and would 

also benefit teachers and raise educational standards as a whole. 

 

7.4 Conclusion 

This discussion chapter highlighted the gap in practice of the inclusion 

aspect which includes lack of awareness, training programmes and lack of 

experience. This underscores the need to increase public awareness of ASD 

in Saudi Arabia through various initiatives, specialised training for 
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professionals to increase early detection rates, and the implementation of 

early interventions for autism spectrum disorder. 

 

To conclude, this study gathered and analysed data that can help to address 

the gaps in the literature with respect to understanding the perspectives of 

parents and teachers regarding children with autism in Saudi Arabia. To 

date, very little is known about the inclusion of children with autism in 

Saudi mainstream schools or how the system of segregation in schools by 

gender affects school provision for children with autism. According to 

Boswell et al. (2014), the potential exists to improve the ASD diagnosis and 

prognosis process and strengthen the care system for children with 

disabilities in schools.  In addition, Saudi Arabia should consider the 

obligation to improve both the quality of education and quality of life of 

children with autism, which is the responsibility of the whole society, rather 

than just the parents (Xiang Sun1 et al., 2015). Concerning schools in India, 

Bhatnagar and Das (2014) argued that a major part of inclusion involves 

acceptance by society as a whole, and that this is necessary to ensure 

problems within education are properly addressed.  

 



 264 

This discussion of the study results and the literature review presented an 

idea about the importance of the research findings for this study and 

discussed how this research provides a valuable contribution to the 

knowledge in this area. This contribution is further explained in Chapter 8 

(see section 8.4). In sum, the study results suggest that what is extremely 

challenging in Saudi Arabia at this time is providing every child with autism 

with an individualised and appropriate education and proper intervention 

services. Moreover, these findings highlight the need to implement public 

awareness initiatives and training for Saudi professionals to promote early 

ASD detection and, consequently, early intervention for autism spectrum 

disorder, and reveal the importance of these initiatives in encouraging early 

diagnosis and intervention initiatives for ASD in Saudi Arabia.  

 

This study contains a number of limitations and recommendations, which are 

discussed in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: 
CONCLUSION 
 

8.1 Introduction 

The overall aim of this study was to investigate the nature of the awareness 

of and school provision for children with autism in Saudi Arabia. This 

chapter proposes suggestions and recommendations that address this aim and 

draws a number of conclusions that emerged from the study results. 

 

Using a mixed-methods approach, this study addressed four research 

questions as a means to explore the views of its participants. To reiterate, 

those research questions 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? 

 

This final chapter is designed to draw the conclusions of this research. In 

addition to this introduction, the chapter outlines the research framework and 

summarises the main study findings, its contribution to the literature, and its 

implications and recommendations. Finally, this chapter addresses the 

limitations of this study and summarises the thesis. 

 

8.2 Research framework 

A mixed-method approach was applied in this study to collect the data 

necessary to address its research questions. Interview, Twitter and survey 

data collected from parents of children with autism and Saudi educational 

professionals were the primary data sets analysed in this research. Based on 

this data, the researcher used the experiences of parents and educational 

professionals to frame the analogical and epistemological foundation of this 

thesis. 
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Furthermore, participants’ perspectives regarding the awareness of and 

school provision for children with autism were extremely valuable to this 

research. Saudi awareness of autism and school provision for ASD children 

were the social phenomena that the researcher aimed to investigate, 

including what participants know about these phenomena and how they 

know it. 

 

This research approach allowed participating parents and teachers the 

opportunity to share their views regarding the awareness of and school 

provision for children with autism. As a result, the researcher gained a 

greater understanding of these phenomena by enabling the participants 

involved to provide their opinions and express their experiences, thus 

informing the three data sets. 

 

General System Theory was applied in this research. This theory was chosen 

because this study examined the Saudi education system specifically and its 

cultural system in general, and thus it was useful in investigating how these 

systems function and could better help children with autism. A discussion of 

the General System Theory framework applied in this thesis appears in 
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Section 3.9.1 and Figure 3.1. The following section summarises the main 

findings of this research. 

 

8.3 Summary of the main research findings 

This study concentrated on assessing the level of awareness of and school 

provision for children with autism in Saudi Arabia. The main finding that the 

researcher discovered is that both the parent groups and professional 

educators who participated in this research agreed that a lack of awareness 

exists surrounding autism in Saudi Arabia. In turn, this lack of awareness 

affects Saudi children with autism and their families in many different ways. 

The main effects concern the prevalence of late or incorrect diagnoses as 

well as the state of school provision for children with autism. 

 

In terms of the data collected from parents of children with ASD, which was 

analysed in Chapter 5, it was clear that most parents agreed on a general lack 

of awareness in Saudi Arabia regarding the needs of children with autism. 

Some parents stated that they saw some new initiatives for raising awareness 

regarding children with autism, especially with respect to Saudi participation 

in World Autism Awareness Day. This rising awareness from some of the 

hospitals and particularly in the capital city of Saudi Arabia is still not 
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enough as other cities in Saudi Arabia also need more work on increasing 

awareness of children with autism. Media, such as TV and radio, has a great 

influence on people and should be used in increasing awareness of children 

with autism. 

 

Furthermore, the majority of parents pointed out that school provision for 

children with autism is not accessible in Saudi Arabia, and more 

importantly, that they struggle to find a proper place to obtain diagnoses for 

their children or even secure early interventions for them. Lack of a proper 

diagnosis center and early intervention means that Ministry of Health and 

Ministry of Education should work side by side in improving the services on 

offer to diagnose children with autism and provide an accessible way to 

achieve early interventions.  

 

In addition, some barriers arose in this study that parents mentioned either in 

interviews or on Twitter, such as the inaccessibility of ASD training 

programme for parents, general fatigue in raising children with ASD, advice 

from other parents, fear of the future, issues surrounding non-ASD siblings 

and concerns about diet and medical care for ASD children. If the 

government concentrates on training programme to rise the awareness for 
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children with autism, all the barriers that appear in this study will gradually 

decrease. Raising awareness of children with autism for parents by providing 

training programmes will give the parents strength to overcome most of the 

barriers they face.   

 

The analysis of the data collected from educational professionals, which is 

discussed in Chapter 6 section 6.2.2, also suggests a general lack of 

awareness of the issues regarding children with autism. The interviews 

conducted with senior Saudi educators were helpful in terms of clarifying 

the recent legislation stating that nursery school-aged children with 

disabilities are now all accepted in Saudi schools, no matter what kind of 

special educational needs they may have. In addition, both the senior 

educator interview data and survey data analysis corroborated a lack of 

adequate Saudi training programmes regarding children with autism and the 

general lack of Saudi teacher experience in working with children with 

autism. Furthermore, the results showed that although all schools included in 

this study were technically inclusive schools, none of them have currently 

admitted any pupils diagnosed with autism. That fact that Ministry of 

Education strongly needs to improve and work harder to get the school, 
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teachers, student and all staff in the school ready and able to deal with 

children with autism and understand their needs as well. 

 

Generally speaking, all participants in this study agreed that there is a need 

to raise awareness in Saudi Arabia on the issues surrounding children with 

autism and inclusive practices for special needs children. Obviously, 

analysis of theis data suggested some recommendations to address these 

issues, which could help to improve the situation of children with autism in 

terms of awareness, diagnosis and school provision. These recommendations 

are discussed later in this chapter section 8.5. 

 

8.4 Contribution to knowledge 

This research is unique in that it investigates the views of parents and 

educational professionals regarding the awareness of and school provision 

for children with autism in Saudi Arabia. Very few Saudi studies have been 

published about autism in general, as school provisions and inclusive 

practices for children with autism and other disabilities are new phenomena 

in their very early stages in the Kingdom. There are several important areas 

where this study makes an original contribution to the education sector, data 

collection methods and society. 
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8.4.1 For the education sector 

The results of this study enrich the current body of literature with respect to 

the awareness of and educational provision for children with autism in Saudi 

Arabia and the effects these factors have on Saudi children and their 

families. This research has highlighted the lack of awareness in Saudi Arabia 

regarding children with autism, and how this phenomenon affects the 

diagnostic services and school provision for these children. This study could 

assist the Saudi Ministry of Education in considering and understanding the 

needs of children with autism and how they and their parents could be 

helped. For the data analysis, it is clear that training programmes and good 

facilities and encouragement is what the Ministry of Education should work 

on for the next few years as a matter of urgency. 

 

8.4.2 For data collection methods 

This study used an innovative method to collect some of the qualitative data 

by using social media accounts (Twitter). This is considered a novel research 

tool that has rarely been used to date in published papers across the world. 

This is particularly innovative in KSA and is a way of accessing a wide 

variety of parents as well as addressing the social norms that limit data 
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collection in some cases. The use of this new method is a contribution to 

knowledge. The use of this new method could be considered a baseline for 

collecting Twitter account data in future research projects, as other studies 

could benefit from this approach. 

 

8.4.3 For society 

As a further contribution to the literature, this research could benefit society, 

particularly families of children with autism, in understanding the views of 

teachers and educational professionals regarding the awareness of and 

school provision for ASD children. More broadly, this research could 

advance societal knowledge about autism and raise autism awareness, which 

could help contribute to better school environments and advanced 

community consciousness. This adds a new perspective and new knowledge 

to the literature in the Saudi context that will help society to evaluate and 

address the needs of children with ASD and their families.  

 

Study implications and recommendations are an essential aspect of all 

research, as they could benefit future researchers. The following section 

discusses the implications and recommendations of this study that should be 

considered within a Saudi context. 
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8.5 Study implications and recommendations 

This study has yielded a number of implications and recommendations. The 

first clear implication of this research is that increasing awareness of 

children with autism in Saudi Arabia should be a priority. This push could 

stem from the Saudi Ministries of Education, Health (i.e. through hospitals 

and other health units) and Media. The researcher recommends that these 

ministries should play a role in improving this lack of ASD awareness 

among parents and teachers and throughout society as a whole. Another 

implication of this study concerns the general lack of autism diagnosis 

centers and expertise in Saudi Arabia. In particular, the Saudi Ministry of 

Health should act quickly to address these issues and work with the Ministry 

of Education to provide better diagnostic services for children with 

disabilities. 

 

Another implication of this study relates to the state of school provision for 

ASD children. The study data suggests that many barriers exist that affect 

children with autism in Saudi mainstream schools. One obvious barrier is the 

lack of ASD awareness, which affects teachers and students simultaneously. 

It is also recommended that ASD awareness should be increased in schools 
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so that teachers and students are more cognizant of how to treat children 

with autism. For example, Saudi schools could implement workshops on 

how to more effectively teach children with ASD, or screen films that 

explain autism, how the condition affects children and what people can do to 

help care for ASD children. In addition, the researcher recommends that 

more advanced Saudi students could be assigned projects that address the 

needs of children with disabilities. Many parents interviewed for this study 

stated that providing shadow teachers for children with autism could allow 

them to feel more comfortable with including their child in mainstream 

school settings. At present, the Saudi education system does not provide 

either shadow teachers or teachers’ assistants. 

 

Another implication identified in this study concerns the apparent lack of 

professional training for children with special needs, which stands as another 

barrier affecting awareness and diagnosis of and the school provision for 

ASD children. This study greatly supports the need for special needs training 

programmes for teachers and parents. Another recommendation related to 

the Saudi Ministry of Education is that the Ministry should provide more 

teacher and staff training in schools that teach children with autism, a 

measure that could simultaneously benefit school staff, teachers and 
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students. Parents are also in need of ASD training programmes, which the 

Saudi Ministries of Health and Education could provide. The study data 

shows that parents often stated that they need training programmes and 

expertise to help them understand and care for special needs children. In 

addition, this study recommends that parents could also turn to online 

training programmes for assistance. 

 

Finally, the Saudi Ministry of Media could help children with autism in a 

variety of ways. First, as media outlets are one of the single best avenues for 

changing societal awareness, these outlets could help parents to not feel 

ashamed of their ASD children and be proud to interact with them outside 

the home. For example, Saudi media outlets could create children’s 

programmes that give children with autism an opportunity to express 

themselves or that relate stories that present how to educate children with 

autism. The potential impact of media attention could be significant with 

respect to these issues, and the researcher strongly recommends that Saudi 

Ministry of Media should work to address them. The following section 

outlines the limitations of this study. 
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8.6 Study limitations and future suggestions 

This section discusses a number of study limitations and recommendations 

for future research. 

 

8.6.1 Study limitations 

This research employed a mixed-method approach, as discussed in Chapter 

4. By definition, this type of approach requires gathering quantitative and 

qualitative data. For this study, the quantitative data comprised of 242 

surveys, and the qualitative data consisted of 10 interviews with parents and 

5 interviews with senior educators, as well as approximately 60 Twitter 

comments.  

 

As a result, the first limitation of this study is the fact that generalisations of 

the views of parents of children with autism or across all educational 

professionals cannot be applied. However, the researcher considers the 

sample sizes used in this research sufficient to draw meaningful conclusions, 

considering the geographical area that this study covered. In addition, the 

results of this study cannot be easily generalised with respect to Saudi 

Arabia as a whole, as quantitative data collection was conducted primarily in 

Riyadh. Some of the qualitative data was collected through twitter from 
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parents from other cities in Saudi Arabia. Thus, any generalisations based on 

this study cannot be applied to the entire population of professionals and 

parents in Saudi Arabia. However, the researcher considers the sample to be 

of a sufficient size to facilitate the drawing of meaningful conclusions. 

 

Moreover, this study used an opportunity sample to gather parent’s data. 

Hence, this data is assumed to be the opinions of those interviewed, and thus 

not indicative of the entire population of families of ASD children. 

 

Secondly, an obvious limitation of this study is that it was conducted within 

the context of Saudi Arabia’s gender segregated school system. As a result, 

the female researcher could not enter boys’ schools to distribute her survey. 

Section 2.3 in Chapter Two explains the segregated Saudi school system in 

more detail. Moreover, the majority of parents and senior educator 

interviewees in this study are women, which suggests that differing views 

could have surfaced had the interviews been conducted with men. Hence, 

there is a limitation to applying these findings to other cultural contexts. 

 

The third limitation of this study is with regards to the use of social media 

data (i.e. Twitter accounts). As discussed in Chapter 4.7.3, several factors 
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should be considered when applying this data collection method. Firstly, 

many people do not have access to the Internet or social media which would 

allow them to express their views and perspectives. Secondly, the researcher 

could not be certain that all Twitter participants were in fact parents, even 

though they presented themselves as such. 

 

A fourth limitation concerns the procedure for collecting the semi-structured 

interview data, which was conducted by phone. As a result, the researcher 

could not interact with interview participants in person, and thus was not 

able to read their facial expressions, which could have limited the 

researcher’s ability to capture some of their feelings and ideas. However, the 

parents who were interviewed did explain their views and concerns in-depth 

and in their own words, which could be considered an advantage of this 

method. 

 

The data was collected over a relatively short period of three months. A 

greater period of time available for data gathering might lead to a better 

understanding and provide more or better insights into the awareness and 

school provision for children with autism in Saudi Arabia. 
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8.6.2 Future recommendations 

This study has raised several questions that merit possible future research 

exploration, including: 

• Studying the views of ASD children regarding their school provision;  

• Collecting a larger data sample from parents through interviews and 

surveys;  

• Conducting case study research on mainstream Saudi schools that 

include both identified and potential ASD children;  

• To examine the available diagnostic services for children with ASD;  

• Observing lessons in mainstream schools to assess any lack of 

experience regarding ASD children.  

• Doing a case study for a number of ASD children and their life story 

possibly using the social media method to support the research. 

 

The final section of this chapter summarises this thesis. 

 

8.7 Summary of the thesis 

This thesis comprises eight chapters that address its research aims. The first 

chapter introduced the study and the structure of the thesis, and the second 

chapter situated this research in the context of Saudi Arabia. The third 
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chapter presented a review of the relevant literature and identified existing 

gaps in this literature with respect to children with autism, particularly in 

Saudi Arabia. The methods used in this research were discussed in the fourth 

chapter, and the fifth and six chapters in this thesis presented the results of 

the data analysis procedures. Chapter seven discussed the research findings 

and compared these with those of the existing literature. This final 

conclusion chapter summarises the research findings, the study’s 

contribution to broader knowledge, its implications and future 

recommendations, and the limitations of this research. 

 

It should be noted that System Theory was the theoretical perspective applied 

in this mixed-method study. Moreover, three discrete data sets were 

collected for this study, including 10 interviews with parents and 5 

interviews with senior educators, 242 surveys of the views of educational 

professionals, and 60 Twitter comments. 

 

Analysing this data allowed the researcher to explore the perspectives of 

parents and professional educators on the awareness of and school provision 

for children with autism in Saudi Arabia. Broadly speaking, the data analysis 

revealed a lack of awareness about and proper diagnosis of Saudi children 
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with autism. In addition, the data showed a general deficiency in the area of 

school provision for ASD children, an issue that the Saudi government 

should act quickly to address in order to improve school facilities and assist 

parents and educational professionals in meeting the needs of special needs 

children. 

 

The researcher acknowledges that these issues represent a serious and 

pressing challenge facing the Saudi Ministry of Education. However, 

adequately and effectively addressing this challenge could bring about a real 

force for change, as the literature has consistently demonstrated that 

professional educational development programmes have the potential to 

improve teaching practices. Therefore, well-designed, well-developed and 

consistent teacher training programmes could benefit students of all abilities 

in Saudi classrooms, including children with autism. Furthermore, such 

programmes could also benefit teachers and raise educational standards as a 

whole. Finally, the Saudi Ministries of Health and Media could play a 

significant role in improving the lives of children with autism in Saudi 

Arabia. 

 

 



 283 

References 

 
Abed, M., Pearson, S., Clarke, P., & Chambers, M. (2014). Saudi Arabian Teachers’ 

Knowledge and Beliefs about ADHD. The Journal of the International Association of 

Special Education, 15(1). 

 

Agichtein, E., Castillo, C., Donato, D., Gionis, A., & Mishne, G. (2008). Finding High- 

Quality Content in Social Media. WSDM(Febraury), 183. 

 

Ahn, J., Gubbels, M., Yip, J., Bonsignore, E., & Clegg, T. (2013). Using Social Media 

and Learning Analytics to Understand how Children Engage in Scientific Inquiry. 

Interaction Design and Children, 13(June), 24–27. 

 

Al-Ajmi, N. (2005). The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: Administrators and Special 

Education Teachers Perceptions Regarding the use of Functional Behavior Assessment 

for Studesnts with Mental Retardation (Doctor of Philosophy), University of Wisconsin-

Madison. 

 

Alarfaj, M. (2012). Teacher’ attitude toward inclusion in Saudi Arabia (Riyadh). (MA), 

Univerisy of Reading. 

 

Al-Ayadhi, L. Y. (2005). Autoimmune connection of autism in Central Saudi Arabia. 

Neurosciences, 10(4), 265. 



 284 

Al-Faiz, H. (2006). Attitudes of elementary school teachers in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia 

toward the inclusion of children with autism in public education. (PHD), University of 

Arkansas. 

 

Al-Farsi, Y. M., Al-Sharbati, M. M., Al-Farsi, O. A., Al-Shafaee, M. S., Brooks, D. R., & 

Waly, M. I. (2010). Brief Report: Prevalence of Autistic Spectrum Disorders in the 

Sultanate of Oman. J Autism Dev Disord, 41, 821–825. doi:10.1007/s10803-010-1094-8 

 

Al-Farsi, Y. M., Waly, M. I., Al-Sharbati, M. M., Al-Shafaee, M., Al-Farsi, O., Al-Fahdi, 

S., . . . Al-Adawi, S. (2012). Variation in Socio-Economic Burden for Caring of Children 

with Autism Spectrum Disorder in Oman: Caregiver Perspectives. J Autism Dev Disord, 

43. 

 

Alqefari, A. (2010). A Study of Programs for Gifted Students in the Kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia. (PhD), Department of Social Sciences, Brunel University. 

 

Alquraini, T. (2011). Special Education in Saudi Arabia: Challenges, Perspestives, Future 

Possibilities. International Journal of Special Education, 26(2), 149-159. 

 

Aljughaiman, A. M., & Grigorenko, E. L. (2013). Growing Up Under Pressure: The 

Cultural and Religious Context of the Saudi System of Gifted Education. Journal for the 

Education of the Gifted, 36(3), 307-322. doi:10.1177/0162353213493153 

 



 285 

Al-Makhalid, K. A. (2012). Primary Teachers’ Attitudes and Knowledge Regarding 

Gifted Pupils and Their Education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. (PhD), School of 

Education. 

 

Almasoud, H. (2011). Supporting Students with Autism at Higher Education Institutions 

in Saudi Arabia. (PhD), Institude of education. 

 

Alnahdi, G. H. (2014). Special Education Programs for Students with Intellectual 

Disability in Saudi Arabia: Issues and Recommendations. The Journal of the 

International Association of Special Education, 15(1), 83-91. 

 

Al-Sharbati, M. M., Al-Farsi, Y. M., Ouhtit, A., Waly, M. I., Al-Shafaee, M., Al-Farsi, 

O., . . . Al-Adawi, S. (2015). Awareness about autism among school teachers in Oman: A 

cross- sectional study. Autism, 19(1). doi:10.1177/1362361313508025 

 

Amra, M., Raddad, D., El-Mehesh, F., Bakr, A., Sallam, K., and Amin, T. (2012). 

Comorbid psychiatric disorders in Arab children with Autism spectrum disorders. 

Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders, 6, 240–248. 

 

Azulai, A., & Rankin, J. A. (2012). Triangulation in Canadian doctoral dissertations on 

aging. International Journal of Multiple Research Approaches, 6(2), 125–140. 

 



 286 

Bader, S. H., & Barry, T. D. (2014). A Longitudinal Examination of the Relation 

Between Parental Expressed Emotion and Externalizing Behaviors in Children and 

Adolescents with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Autism, 44, 2820–2831. DOI: 

10.1007/s10803-014-2142-6 

 

Barrow, R., & Woods, R. (1988). An introduction to philosophy of education (3rd ed.). 

London: Routledge. 

 

Basit, T. N. (2010). Conducting Research in Educational Contexts: Contin. 

 

Bedrossian, L. (2012). Change in definition of ‘autism’ in DMS would require added 

vigilance of autistic symptoms. Disability Compliance For Higher Education. doi: 

10.1002/dhe 

 

Bertalanffy, L. v. (1950). An Outline of General System Theory. British Journal for the 

Philosophy of Science, 134. 

 

Bertalanffy, L. v. (1968). General System Theory: Penguin Books Ltd. 

 

Bhatnagar, N., & Das, A. (2014). Attitudes of Secondary Regular School Teachers 

Toward Inclusive Education in New Delhi, India: A Qualitative Study. Exceptionality 

Education International, 24(2), 17-30. 

 



 287 

Bishop, D., Whitehouse, A., Watt, H., and Line, E. (2008). Autism and diagnostic 

substitution: evidence from a study of adults with a history of developmental language 

disorder. Developmental Medicine and Child Neurology, 50, 341. 

 

Blacher, J., and Howell, E. (2007). Unlocking the mystery of social deficits in autism: 

Theory of Mind as Key. Research Reflections. 

 

Borger, Julian (2009) "Saudi Arabia Appoints First Female Minister," The Guardian 

online". 17 February 2009 

 

Boswell, K., Zablotsky, B., & Smith, C. (2014). Predictors of Autism Enrollment in 

Public School Systems. Exceptional Children, 81(1), 96–106. 

doi:10.1177/0014402914532230 

 

Bowen, Wayne H. (2007). The History of Saudi Arabia. ISBN 978-0-313-34012-3. Burn, 

A. N., & Parker, D. (2003). Analysing media texts. London: Continuum. 

 

Burton, N., Brundrett, M., & Jones, M. (2008). Doing your education research project. 

London: SAGE. 

 

Bryman, A. (2012). Social research methods (4th ed.). Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 



 288 

Byrne, A. (2013). What factors influence the decisions of parents of children with special 

educational needs when choosing a secondary educational provision for their child at 

change of phase from primary to secondary education? A review of the literature. Journal 

of Research in Special Educational Needs, 13(2), 129-141. doi:10.1111/j.1471-

3802.2011.01211 

 

Cigman, R. (2007). Included or excluded?: the challenge of the mainstream for some 

SEN children. Abingdon: Routledge. 

 

Clough, P., & Nutbrown, C. (2012). A student's guide to methodology: justifying enquiry 

(3rd ed.). London: SAGE. 

 

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2007). research methods in education (six ed.): 

Routledge. 

 

Collins, S. C., & Kneale, P. E. (2000). Study skills for psychology students a practical 

guide (pp. 1 online resource (275 p.)). Retrieved from 

http://idpproxy.reading.ac.uk/login?url=http://lib.myilibrary.com?id=358235 

 

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Educational research: planning, conducting, and evaluating 

quantitative and qualitative research (4th ed.). Boston: Pearson. 

 



 289 

Creswell, J. W., Fetters, M. D., & Ivankova, N. V. (2004). Designing A Mixed methods 

Study In Primary Care. Annals of family medicine, 2(1), 7. 

 

Creswell, J. W. (2009). Reaserch Design Qualitative, Quantitative, and Mixed Methods 

Approaches (Third Edition ed.): SAGE Publications. 

 

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Educational research: planning, conducting, and evaluating 

quantitative and qualitative research (4th ed.). Boston: Pearson. 

 

Creswell, J. W., & Clark, V. L. P. (2011). Designing and conducting mixed methods 

research (2nd edition ed.): SAGE. 

 

Dardas, L., and Ahmad, M. (2014a). Predictors of quality of life for fathers and mothers 

of children with Autistic Disorder. Research in Developmental Disabilities, 35, 1326–

1333. 

 

Dardas, L., and Ahmad, M. (2014b). Quality of life among parents of children with 

autistic disorder: A sample from the Arab world. Research in Developmental Disabilities, 

35, 278– 287. 

 

Dilley, P. (2000). Conducting successful interview: Tips for intrepid research THEORY 

INTO PRACTICH, 39(3). 

 



 290 

Dubis, S., & Bernadowski, C. (2014). Communicating with parents of children with 

special needs in Saudi Arabia: parents’ and teachers’ perceptions of using email for 

regular and ongoing communication. British Journal of Special Education, 42(2), 166-

182. doi:10.1111/1468578.12061. 

 

Ekas, N. V., and Whitman, T. L. (2011). Adaptation to Daily Stress Among Mothers of 

Children with an Autism Spectrum Disorder: The Role of Daily Positive Affect. J Autism 

Dev Disord, 41. doi:10.1007/s10803-010-1142-4. 

 

Elsabbagh, M., Divan, G., Koh, Y.-J., Kim, Y. S., Kauchali, S., Marcín, C., . . . 

Fombonne, E. (2012). Global Prevalence of Autism and Other Pervasive Developmental 

Disorders. Autism Research, 5, 160. 

 

Estes, A., Munson, J., Dawson, G., Koehler, E., Zhou, X.-H., and Abbott, R. (2009). 

Parenting stress and psychological functioning among mothers of preschool children with 

autism and developmental delay. Autism, 13, 375. DOI:10.1177/1362361309105658 

 

Etcar, N. (2012). Plan for dealing with possible new definitions of ‘autism’ and 

‘depression’. Disability Compliance for Higher Education, 17(11). DOI: 10.1002/dhe 

 

Foot, H., Howe, C., Cheyne, B., Terras, M., and Rattray, C. (2002). Parental Participation 

and Partnership in Pre-school Provision. International Journal of Early Years Education, 

10(1). 



 291 

 

Frandsen, M., Walters, J., & Ferguson, S. G. (2013). Exploring the Viability of Using 

Online Social Media Advertising as a Recruitment Method for Smoking Cessation 

Clinical Trials. Nicotine & Tobacco Research, 16(2), 247–251. 

 

Frederickson, N., Jones, A. P., & Lang, J. (2010). Inclusive provision options for pupils 

on the autistic spectrumjrs3_1145 63.. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 

10(2), 63-73. doi:10.1111/j.1471-3802.2010.01145 

 

Gilbert, E., & Karahalios, K. (2009). Predicting Tie Strength with Social Media. CHI 

2009 ~ Online Relationships (April), 211. 

 

Glazatov, T. R. (2012). Applying Instructional Design System Theory to Mobile 

Learning Environments. Journal of Applied Learning Technology, 2(2), 29 

 

Glazzard, J. (2013). Resourced provision: the impact of inclusive practices on a 

mainstream primary school. Support for Learning, 28(3). 

 

Glazzard, J. (2013). A critical interrogation of the contemporary discourses associated 

with inclusive education in England. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 

13(3), 182–188. doi: 10.1111/1471-3802.12018 

 



 292 

Greenfield, E. A. (2011). Developmental Systems Theory as a Conceptual Anchor for 

Generalist Curriculum on Human Behavior and the Social Environment. Social Work 

Education, 30(5), 529–540. 

 

Grix, J. (2002). Introducing Students to the Generic 

 

Griffith, G. M., Fletcher, R., & Hastings, R. P. (2012). A national UK census of Applied 

Behavior Analysis school provision for children with autism. Research in Autism 

Spectrum Disorders, 6, 798-805. doi:10.1016/j.rasd.2011.10.014 

 

Grix, J. (2002). Introducing Students to the Generic Terminology of Social Research. 

Political Studies Association, 22(3), 175–186. 

 

Hartley, J., & Chesworth, K. (2000). Qualitative and Quantitative Methods in Research 

on Essay Writing: No One Way. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 24(1), 15-24. 

doi: 10.1080/030987700112282 

 

Heina, S., Tana, M., Aljughaiman, A., & Grigorenko, E. L. (2014). Characteristics of the 

home context for the nurturing of gifted children in Saudi Arabia. High Ability Studies, 

25(1), 23-33. 

 



 293 

Huang, A. X., Jia, M., & Wheeler, J. J. (2013). Children with Autism in the People’s 

Republic of China: Diagnosis, Legal Issues, and Educational Services. J Autism Dev 

Disord, 43, 1991- 2001. doi:10.1007/s10803-012-1722-6. 

 

Hussein, H., Taha, G. R., and Almanasef, A. (2011). Characteristics of autism spectrum 

disorders in a sample of egyptian and saudi patients: transcultural cross-sectional study. 

Hussein et al. Child and Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health, 5(34). 

 

Ivey, J. (2012). The Value of Qualitative Research Methods. Demystifying Research, 

38(6). Jonathan M., C., Brian D, & Barger (2010). "Middle School Students Knowledge 

of Autism." 

 

Springer Science 10.  Johnson, B., Onwuegbuzie, A., & Turner, L. (2007). Toward a 

Definition of Mixed Methods. 

 

Research. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 1(April), 112. Johnson, R. B., & 

Onwuegbuzie, A. J. (2004). Mixed Methods Research: A Research 

 

Paradigm Whose Time Has Come. American Educational Research Association, 33(Oct), 

14. Johnson, C. P., and Myers, S. M. (2007). Identification and Evaluation of Children 

With 

 



 294 

Autism Spectrum Disorders. Pediatrics, 120, 1183. Jonathan M., C., Brian D, Barger. 

(2010). Middle School Students Knowledge of Autism. 

 

Springer Science, 10. Jones, C. A. (2004). Supporting inclusion in the early years. 

Maidenhead: Open University Press. 

 

Kalayci, N., & Çimen, O. (2012). Analysis of Questionnaires Applied in the Evaluation 

Process of Academicians in Higher Education Institutes. Educational Sciences: Theory & 

Practice, 12(2). 

 

Kanner, L. (1943). Autistic disturbances of affictive contact. neurodiversity.com, 

217. Kaplan, B., & Duchon, D. (1988). Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Methods 

in Information Systems Research: A Case Study1. MIS Quarterly, 12, 571-586. 	

 

Kembera, D., & Leungb, D. Y. P. (2008). Establishing the validity and reliability of 

course evaluation questionnaires. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 33, 

341. 	

 

Kheir, N., Ghoneim, O., Sandridge, A. L., Al-Ismail, M., Hayder, S., and Al-Rawi, F. 

(2012). Quality of life of caregivers of children with autism in Qatar. Autism, 16(3). 

 



 295 

Kulage, K. M., Smaldone, A. M., & Cohn, E. G. (2014). How Will DSM-5 Affect 

Autism Diagnosis? A Systematic Literature Review and Meta-analysis. J Autism Dev 

Disord, 44, 1918-1932. doi:10.1007/s10803-014-2065-2 

 

Lam, S.-F., Wong, B. P. H., Leung, D., Ho, D., and Au-Yeung, P. (2010). How Parents 

Perceive and Feel about Participation in Community Activities. Sage Publications Ltd. 

 

Lieberman, E. S. (2005). Nested Analysis as a Mixed-Method Strategy for Comparative 

Research. American Political Science Review, 99(3), 435. 

 

Marton, F., and Booth, S. (1997). Learning and awareness. Mahwah, N.J.: L. Erlbaum 

Associates. 

 

Matson, J. L., & Kozlowski, A. M. (2011). The increasing prevalence of autism spectrum 

disorders. Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders, 5, 418–425. 

doi:10.1016/j.rasd.2010.06.004 

 

May, T. (2001). Social research: issues, methods and process (3rd ed.). Maidenhead: 

Open University Press. 

 

May, T. (2011). Social research issues, methods and process (pp. 1 online resource (xv, 

332 p.)). Retrieved from 

http://idpproxy.reading.ac.uk/login?url=http://lib.myilibrary.com?id=315271 



 296 

 

Mendoza, R. L. (2010). The Economics of Autism in Egypt. American Journal of 

Economics and Business Administration, 2(1), 12. 

 

Merikle, P. (1984). Toward a definition of awareness. Bulletin of the Psychonomic 

Society, 22(5). 

 

Midence, K., and O'neill, M. (1999). The Experience of Parents in the Diagnosis of 

Autism: A Pilot Study. Autism, 3, 273. doi:10.1177/1362361399003003005 

 

Molina-Azorin, J. F. (2012). Mixed Methods Research in Strategic Management: Impact 

and Applications. Organizational Research Methods, 15(1), 33-56. 

 

Muijs, D. (2004). Doing Quantitative Research in Educarion with SPSS (first edition ed.): 

SAGE. 

 

Muijs, D., and Reynolds, D. (2001). Effective teaching: evidence and practice. London: 

SAGE. 

 

Müller, E., Schuler, A., and Yates, G. B. (2008). Social challenges and supports from the 

perspective of individuals with Asperger syndrome and other autism spectrum 

disabilities. Autism, 12, 173. doi:10.1177/1362361307086664 

 



 297 

Murray, A., Bagby, J., & Sulak, T. (2011). Educational Research. Montessori Life. 

 

Murshid, E. (2005). Oral health status, dental needs, habits and behavioral attitude 

towards dental treatment of a group of autistic children in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. Saudi 

Dental Journal, 13(3). 

 

Murshid, E. (2011). Characteristics and Dental Experiences of Autistic Children in Saudi 

Arabia: Cross-sectional Study. J Autism Dev Disord, 41, 1692. doi:10.1007/s10803-011- 

1188-y 

 

Norris, J. M., Plonsky, L., Ross, S., & Schoonend, R. (2015). Guidelines for Reporting 

Quantitative Methods and Results in Primary Research. Language Learning, 65(2), 470–

476. doi: 10.1111/lang.12104 

 

Oktay, J. S., Jacobson, J. M., & Fisher, E. (2013). Learning Through Experience: The 

Transition from Doctoral Student to Social Work Educator. Journal of Social Work 

Education, 49, 207. 

 

Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Johnson, R. B. (2006). The Validity Issue in Mixed Research. 

Mid- South Educational Research Association, 13, 48. 

 

Ozand, P. T., Al-Odaib, A., Merza, H., and Harbi, S. A. (2003). Autism: a review. 

Journal of Pediatric Neurology, 1(2), 55. 



 298 

 

Ozonoff, S., Williams, B. J., and Landa, R. (2005). Parental report of the early 

development of children with regressive autism: The delays-plus-regression phenotype. 

Autism, 9, 461. doi:10.1177/1362361305057880 

 

Park, G & Chitiyo, M. (2011). An examination of teacher attitudes towards children with 

autism. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 11(1), 70. doi:10.1111/j.1471- 

3802.2010.01181 

 

Park, Yelland, G., Taffe, J., and Gray, K. (2012). Brief Report: The Relationship 

Between Language Skills, Adaptive Behavior, and Emotional and Behavior Problems in 

Pre-schoolers with Autism. Autism Dev Disord, 42. doi:10.1007/s10803-012-1534-8 

 

Pha ́draig, B. M. (2007). Towards inclusion: the development of provision for children 

with special educational needs in Ireland from 1991 to 2004. Irish Educational Studies, 

26(3), 289. doi:10.1080/03323310701491562 

 

Phillips, E. M., & Pugh, D. S. (2006). How to get a PhD (Fourth Edition ed.): Open 

University Press. 

 

Powell, J., Edwards, A., Edwards, M., Pandit, B., Sungum-Paliwal, S., and Whitehouse, 

W. (2000). Changes in the incidence of childhood autism and other autistic spectrum 



 299 

disorders in preschool children from two areas of the West Midlands, UK. Changing 

Incidence of Autism in Preschool Children, 42. 

 

Punch, K. (2009). Introduction to research methods in education. Los Angeles; London: 

SAGE. 

 

Reed, P., Osborne, L. A., & Waddington, E. M. (2012). A comparative study of the 

impact of mainstream and special school placement on the behaviour of children with 

Autism Spectrum Disorders. British Educational Research Journal, 38(5), 749–763. 

 

Regis, Czarina Valerie A. and Allan B. de Guzman July 2006,. "A system within a 

system: the Philippine schools overseas. "Educational Research for Policy and Practice, 

Volume 5, Issue 2, p.175-183. Published online on September 9, 2006. 

 

Renty, J. O., and Roeyers, H. (2006). Quality of life in high-functioning adults with 

autism spectrum disorder: The predictive value of disability and support characteristics. 

Autism, 10, 511. doi:10.1177/1362361306066604 

 

Ribbens McCarthy, J., & Edwards, R. (1997). Feminist dilemmas in qualitative research: 

public knowledge and private lives. London: SAGE. 

 

Robins, D. L. (2008). Screening for autism spectrum disorders in primary care settings. 

Autism, 12, 537. doi:10.1177/1362361308094502 



 300 

 

Robins, D. L., Fein, D., Barton, M. L., and Green, J. A. (2001). The Modified Checklist 

for Autism in Toddlers: An Initial Study Investigating the Early Detection of Autism and 

Pervasive Developmental Disorders. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 

31(2). 

 

Robson, B. (1989). Pre-school provision for children with special needs. London: Cassell. 

 

Ruane, J. M. (2005). Essentials of research methods: a guide to social science research. 

Malden, Mass.; Oxford: Blackwell. 

 

Salomone, E., Charman, T., McConachie, H., & Warreyn, P. (2015). Child’s verbal 

ability and gender are associated with age at diagnosis in a sample of young children with 

ASD in Europe. Child: care, health and development, 42(1), 141-145. 

doi:10.1111/cch.12261 

 

Sandelowski, M. (2000). Focus on Research Methods Combining Qualitative and 

Quantitative Sampling, Data Collection, and Analysis Techniques in Mixed-Method 

Studies. Research in Nursing & Health, 23, 246–255. 

 

Savin-Baden, M., & Major, C. H. (2013). Qualitative Research The essential guide to 

theory and practice Routledge. 

 



 301 

Schieve, L. A., Blumberg, S. J., Rice, C., and Visser, S. N. (2007). The Relationship 

Between Autism and Parenting Stress. Pediatrics, 119. doi:10.1542/peds.2006-2089Q 

 

Schwartz-Shea, P., & Yanow, D. (2012). Interpretive Researsch Design (First edition 

ed.): Routledge. 

 

Sharma, U., Forlin, C., Loreman, T., and Earle, C. (2006). Pre-service Teachers’ 

Attitudes, Concerns and Sentiments about Inclusive Education: An International 

Comparison of Novice Pre-service Teachers. International Journal of Special Education, 

21(2). 

 

Sharmaa, U., Forlinb, C., and Loremanc, T. (2008). Impact of training on pre�service 

teachers' attitudes and concerns about inclusive education and sentiments about persons 

with disabilities. Disability and Society, 23(7). 

 

Sharp, J. (2009). Success with your education research project. Exeter: Learning Matters. 

 

Shattuck, P. (2006). The Contribution of Diagnostic Substitution to the Growing 

Administrative Prevalence of Autism in US Special Education. Pediatrics, 1028. 

doi:10.1542/peds.2005-1516 

 

Shrestha, M., & Shrestha, R. (2014). Symptom Recognition to Diagnosis of Autism in 

Nepal. J Autism Dev Disord, 44, 1483-1485. doi:10.1007/s10803-013-2005-6 



 302 

 

Silverman, D. (2011). Qualitative research: issues of theory, method and practice (3rd 

ed.). Los Angeles; London: SAGE. 

 

Sivberg, B. (2002). The Comparison between Parents of Preschoolers with and without 

Autism Spectrum Disorders. Autism (14), 359. doi:10.1177/1362361309346558 

 

Solomon, D. J. (2011). Conducting Web-Based Surveys. Practical assessment research 

and evaluation, 1. 

 

Solomon, R., Necheles, J., Ferch, C., and Bruckman, D. (2007). Pilot study of a parent 

training program for young children with autism: The PLAY Project Home Consultation 

program. Autism, 11, 205. doi:10.1177/1362361307076842 

 

Sun, X., & Allison, C. (2010). A review of the prevalence of Autism Spectrum Disorder 

in Asia. Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders, 4, 156–167. 

doi:10.1016/j.rasd.2009.10.003 

 

Szatmari, P. (2011). New recommendations on autism spectrum disorder Shifting the 

focus from subtypes to dimensions carries potential costs and benefits. BMJ. 

doi:10.1136/bmj.d2456 

 



 303 

Thomas, G. (2007). Education and Theory: Strangers in Paradigms. England: Open 

University Press. 

 

Thomas, G. (2013). How to do your research project: a guide for students in education 

and applied social sciences (2nd edition. ed.). London: Sage. 

 

Tipton, L. A., & Blacher, J. (2014). Brief Report: Autism Awareness: Views from a 

Campus Community. J Autism Dev Disord, 44, 477–483. doi:10.1007/s10803-013-1893-

9 

 

Tissot, C. (2003). Investigation into Factors Associated with the Provision of Effective 

Education for Children with Autistic Spectrum Disorders. (PHD), Department of 

Education, Brunel University. 

 

Vernon, T. W., Koegel, R. L., Dauterman, H., and Stolen, K. (2012). An Early Social 

Engagement Intervention for Young Children with Autism and their Parents. J Autism 

Dev Disord, 42. doi:10.1007/s10803-012-1535-7 

 

Vivanti, G., Hudry, K., Trembath, D., Barbaro, J., Richdale, A., & Dissanayake, C. 

(2013) Towards the DSM-5 Criteria for Autism: Clinical, Cultural, and Research 

Implications. The Australian Psychological Society, 48, 258–261. DOI: 

10.1111/ap.12008 

 



 304 

Watson, S. L., & Watson, W. R. (2011). Critical, Emancipatory, and Pluralistic Research 

for Education: A Review of Critical Systems Theory. Journal of Thought, 63. 

 

Webster, J., and Watson, R. (2002). Analyzing the past to prepare for the future: writing a 

literature review. MIS Quarterly, 26(2). 

 

Whitaker, P. (2007). Provision for youngsters with autistic spectrum disorders in 

mainstream schools: what parents say – and what parents want. British Journal of Special 

Education, 34(3), 170-178. 

 

Whittemore, R., Chase, S. K., & Mandle, C. L. (2001). Validity in Qualitative Research. 

Qualitative Health Research, 11(July), 522. 

 

Wing, L., Gould, J., and Gillberg, C. (2011). Autism spectrum disorders in the DSM-V: 

Better or worse than the DSM-IV? Research in Developmental Disabilities, 32, 768. 

 

Wolff, S. (2004). The history of autism. Eur Child Adolesc Psychiatry, 13, 201. 

doi:10.1007/s00787-004-0363-5 

 

Woodgate, R. L., Ateah, C., and Secco, L. (2008). Living in a World of Our Own: The 

Experience of Parents Who Have a Child with Autism. Qualitative Health Research, 18, 

1075. doi:10.1177/1049732308320112 

 



 305 

Xiang Sun, Allison, C., Auyeung, B., Zhang, Z., Matthews, F. E., Baron-Cohen, S., & 

Brayne, C. (2015). Validation of existing diagnosis of autism in mainland China using 

standardised diagnostic instruments. Autism, 19(8), 1010-1017. 

doi:10.1177/1362361314556785 

 

Yazbak, E. (2004). Autism seems to be increasing worldwide, if not in London. BMJ, 

328, 226. 

 

Yeargin-Allsopp, M., Rice, C., Karapurkar, T., Doernberg, N., Boyle, C., and Murphy, C. 

(2003). Prevalence of Autism in a US Metropolitan Area. American Medical Association, 

289(1), 49. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 306 

Appendix A 

 
 
 
 



 307 

Appendix B 

Section 1: General information 
Please check (þ )the appropriate answer for each question below which 
best describes you at the current time: 
1. Education level: 

  ¨  Diploma degree 																			¨ Bachelor’s degree      
       
 	¨ Postgraduate degree         ¨ others (specify).................. 
 

2. Education area:  
  ¨ Special education         ¨ general education              
 
  ¨ Others (specify)................. 
 

3. What is your dominant teaching field? 
  ¨ Science       ¨ art             ¨ language        ¨  religion 
 
  ¨ Others (specify)………………  
 

4. Have you received any or specific training programme in special 
educational needs? 
  ¨ Yes                                               ¨ No 
 

5. Have you received any or specific training programme in special 
educational needs meanly Autism? 

                ¨ Yes                                               ¨ No 
 

6. In which level of school are you? 
¨ Primary                                         ¨  secondary 
¨   Other please list………………. 
 

7. What is the gender of the school? 
 
  ¨ Male                             ¨ female  
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8. What is your role in school? 

                ¨ Leadership                             ¨ teacher               ¨  social 
worker 
                ¨ Others.…………………… 
 

9. Teachers experience: 

¨ Less than 1 year       ¨  1-5 years       ¨  6-10 years       ¨ 11- 15 
years  

     ¨ 16 -20 years         ¨   More than 20 years 
 

10. Do you have any family member or closer relative with special 
educational needs?  
        ¨ Yes                                               ¨ No 
 

11. Do you have any family member or closer relative with Autism? 
         ¨ Yes                                               ¨ No 
 

12. Have you had a student in class with special educational needs? 
         ¨ Yes                                               ¨ No 
 
If yes, 
 

13. Have you had a student in class with Autism? 
         ¨ Yes                                               ¨ No 
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Section 2: knowledge of Autism 
Please answer the following questions using true or false. If you believe the 
statement is true, please circle T. if you believe the statement is false, please 
circle F. 
 

1. T      F      If someone has autism, it only lasts for about a week.                     
2. T      F     Students with autism often have a difficult time looking at 

other                                                    people.   
3. T      F     Students with autism sometime repeat what is said to them.    
4. T      F     Autism does not affect a person’s brain.      
5. T      F     Students with autism cannot do normal activities that other 

people can do, even with help from another person.        
6. T      F     Students with autism sometimes rock back and forth and 

wave their hands around.                                                   
7. T       F    Some students with autism might have trouble talking or 

expressing themselves.        
8. T      F    Students with autism do not have difficulty changing 

activities and can easily move from one activity to another.   
9. T      F    Sometimes students with autism need extra help to learn how 

to read and write.     
10. T      F   You can catch autism by spending time with someone who 

has it, like you can catch a cold.        
 

Taken From: (Jonathan M. 2010) 
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Section 3: Belief Scale  
“Please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with the following 
statements. Enter (ü) in the cell corresponding to one of the five responses 
on the line next to each item. 
No            Question  Strongly 

agree 
Agree  uncertain Disagree  Strongly 

Disagree 
N/A 

1 Only special 
education teachers 
should be 
expected to work 
with students with 
Autism. 

      

2 The school’s 
facilities are not 
sufficient to 
support the needs 
of students with 
disabilities.  

      

3 I have referred 
student for 
additional support 
because I 
suspected they 
may have autism.  

      

4 Lack of 
experience of 
dealing with 
autism limits the 
teachers’ ability to 
teach these 
students 
effectively  

      

5 I feel that a lack of 
knowledge about 
autism is the main 
reason which   
limits the 
teachers’ ability to 
teach students 
with autism 
effectively. 

      

6 There are 
sufficient 
resources for me 
to meet the needs 
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of all of the 
children in my 
classroom. 

7 The school 
leadership team 
supports my 
efforts to provide 
an appropriate 
educational 
provision for all 
the children in my 
classroom.  

      

8 Inclusion is a goal 
that can never be 
achieved.   

      

9 My experience 
makes me 
confident that I 
can work with 
children with 
autism in my 
classroom. 

      

10 Successful 
integration of 
students with 
autism into regular 
classroom depends 
on the availability 
of supporting 
materials, 
facilities, and 
staff. 

      

11 Students with 
autism should be 
taught in separate 
schools. 

      

12 I am happy with 
the training on 
autism and other 
special needs that 
I received in my 
pre-service 
training. 
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13 Inclusion is an 
effective way for 
mainstream 
students to 
become aware of 
different 
disabilities 
including autism.  

      

14 Integration of 
students with 
autism within a 
mainstream public 
education 
classroom will 
improve the 
academic ability 
of all students. 

      

15 I don’t have a 
comment because 
I have no 
experience of 
working with 
children with 
autism. 

      

16 I’ve successfully 
worked with a 
child with autism. 

      

17 My senior 
leadership team 
has sufficient 
experience and 
knowledge of 
autism. 

      

18 The school 
governors support 
the inclusive ethos 
of the school. 

      

19 I often use/would 
use my own 
money to buy 
resources to make 
sure I can meet the 
additional needs 
of the children 
with autism. 
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20 I know I can go to 
the senior 
leadership team 
for support when I 
have difficulties 
managing the 
children with 
autism in my 
classroom. 

      

 
Section 4: Opinion 
 

1. Do you have any other comments about working with students with 
autism in general? 

 
 
 

2. Do you receive any specific support from the school that help you to 
work with students with autism? If yes, please list. 

 
 

3. Do you have specific recommendations about improving the 
awareness of children with autism in schools? 

 
 
 
 
 
Thank you for your time… 
 
References: 
Jonathan	M.,	C.,	Brian	D,	Barger	(2010).	"Middle	School	Students	
Knowledge	of	Autism."	Springer	Science	10.	
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Appendix C 

Parent/carer information sheet 
 

                  Research Project:  The views of educational professionals and families on the 
awareness of children with autism and school provision in Saudi Arabia.  
   

Project Member Researcher: Manar Alarfaj 
E-mail: m.a.i.alarfajr@pgr.reading.ac.uk  
Supervisor: Dr. Catherine Tissot 
E-mail: c.tissot@reading.ac.uk  
 
I would like to invite you to take part in a research study about school provision in Saudi 
Arabia for children with autism.  
  
What is the study?  
 
              The study is a part of a PhD project that I am undertaking at the Institute of 
Education, University of Reading in the UK. It aims to investigate the views of 
educational professionals and families on the awareness of children with autism and the 
school provision, and how they are provided. The researcher will request to do an 
interview with you as parents of child with autism. 
 
 
 Why have I been chosen to take part?  
 
           You have been chosen to take part in this research as you have a child with autism 
and have had some experience in school provision and how they allocated the children. 
 
 
Do I have to take part?  
 
        It is entirely up to you whether your child participates. You may also withdraw your 
consent to participate at any time during the project, without any repercussions, by 
contacting the Project Researcher Manar Abdulrahman I. Alarfaj email:  
m.a.i.alarfajr@pgr.reading.ac.uk. 
 
What will happen if I take part?  
 
           If you agree to take part, please fill in the consent form attached, and the 
researcher will contact you in the time as you indicated in the consent form to do an 
approximately 20 minutes interview. 
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What are the risks and benefits of taking part?  
 

The information you give will remain confidential and will only be seen by the 
researcher and the supervisor listed at the start of this letter. Neither you nor the school 
that your child on will be identifiable in any published report resulting from the study 
from the document intended for professionals, but labelled Parents 

 
What will happen to the data?  
 
 Any data collected will be held in strict confidence and no real names will be used 
in this study or in any subsequent publications. The records of this study will be kept 
private. No identifiers linking you or the school to the study will be included in any sort 
of report that might be published. Participants will be assigned a number and will be 
referred to by that number in all records.  Research records will be stored securely in a 
locked filing cabinet and on a password-protected computer and only the research team 
will have access to the records. The data will be destroyed securely once the findings of 
the study are written up, after five years. The results of the study will be presented at 
national and international conferences, and in written reports and articles.  We can send 
you electronic copies of these publications if you wish. 
 
 
Who has reviewed the study? 
 
         This project has been reviewed following the procedures of the University Research 
Ethics Committee and has been given a favourable ethical opinion for conduct. 
 
What happens if I change my mind? 
         You can change your mind at any time without any repercussions.  If you change 
your mind after data collection has ended, I will discard your data.   
What happens if something goes wrong? 
          In the unlikely case of any concern or complaint, you can contact the Project 
Researcher Manar Abdulrahman I Alarfaj email: m.a.i.alarfajr@pgr.reading.ac.uk.  
Where can I get more information? 
           If you would like more information, please contact the Project Researcher Manar 
Abdulrahman I Alarfaj email: m.a.i.alarfajr@pgr.reading.ac.uk 
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I do hope that you will agree to participate in the study.  If you do, please 
complete the attached consent form. 
 
This project has been reviewed following the procedures of the University 
Research Ethics Committee and has been given a favourable ethical opinion 
for conduct.  
 
Thank you for your time. 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Manar Abdulrahman I Alarfaj 
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Research Project: The views of educational professionals and families on the 
awareness of children with autism and school provision in 
Saudi Arabia.      

Parent/Carer Consent Form 
I have read the Information Sheet about the project and received a copy of it. 

I understand what the purpose of the project is and what is required of me.  All my questions have 
been answered.   

 

Please tick as appropriate: 

 

  

 
I consent to participating in an interview                           Yes  ¨        No   ¨ 

I consent to this interview being recorded.                         Yes  ¨       No   ¨  
 Name:  
 

Signed: 

 

Date: 

 

Time: 
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Appendix D 

 
Parent’s interview 

Section one (general information): 
 
How old is your child? 
When and how did you find out that your child has autism? 
When was your child diagnosed with autism? 
Does he/she take any medicine or is he/she on a special diet? 
What are the challenges you face as a parent of a child with autism? 
What are your child’s strengths? What does he/she enjoy doing? 
What kind of struggles does your child have because of his disability? 
Does your child have any siblings? 
How does having a child with autism affect your other children? 
What kinds of treatments or therapies have been successful for your child? 
Have there been any treatments or therapies you did not want to try? 
 
Is there any critical incidents about your child that you would like to share 
us? 
 
Section two (school provision): 
 
How is your child's education funded (if he/she goes to a private school)? 
Why didn't you send your child to your local public school? 
Do you have any concerns about the school provision for your child? 
Do you think including your child in a mainstream school will help him/her 
to improve his/her ability? 
What advice would you give to other parents who are going through a 
similar situation? 
What progress have you seen in your child since he/she started going to 
school? 
What concerns do you have for your child’s future? 
What level of awareness do you think society has regarding autism?    
Is there any things you want to say regarding having child with Autism, or 
the school provision? 
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Appendix E 

 
 

Participant information sheet 
Invitation to join the study 

Research Project:  The views of educational professionals and families on the 
awareness, and school provision for, children with autism in Saudi Arabia.   
 
Dear Participant,  
     You are being invited to take part in my study to investigate the awareness of children 
with autism in schools and the educational provision for this group of students. 
      Before you decide, it is important for you to understand why the research is being 
done and what it will involve. Please take your time to read the following information 
carefully. Ask the researcher if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like 
more information.  
        This research is being supported by the Saudi Ministry of Higher Education and has 
permission from the Ministry of Education to proceed.  
What is the study? 
       The study is a part of a PhD project that I am undertaking at the Institute of 
Education, University of Reading in the UK. It aims to investigate the views of 
educational professionals and families on the awareness of children with autism, their 
school provision, and how they are provided for. To investigate these issues, the 
researcher will request an interview with educational professionals who are working in 
the Ministry of Education (Special Needs Department). 
Why have I been chosen to take part? 
        You have been invited to take part as you are an educational professional in the 
Ministry of Education, and your opinion will be highly valued in this project. 
Do I have to take part? 
         No, your participation is entirely voluntary. You may also withdraw at any time 
during the project, without any repercussions to you, by contacting the researcher using 
the email address above.  
What will happen if I take part? 
        If you agree to take part, please fill in the consent form attached, and the researcher 
will contact you in the time as you indicated in the consent form to do about 
approximately 20 minutes interview. 
 
What are the risks and the benefits of taking part? 
         All information that is collected about you during the research will be 
kept strictly confidential. The transcript of the interview will be destroyed at 
the end of the research. Your name, or any contact details will not be 
recorded during the interview. My academic supervisors will have access to 

Researcher: Manar Alarfaj 
E-mail: m.a.i.alarfajr@pgr.reading.ac.uk 
Supervisor: Dr. Catherine Tissot 
E-mail: c.tissot@reading.ac.uk 
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the raw data, but I will be the only person to have access to the original 
recordings of the interview.  
I anticipate that the findings of this study will be used to help teachers and 
educators as they support the learning of students with autism and identify 
areas of greatest need for development as well as spread good practice.  I 
know how busy you are, but I highly value the information which only you 
can provide regarding educational provision for students with autism, and I 
hope that you will be able and willing to contribute to this research project. 
A summary of the results can be provided upon completion of the research 
by contacting me at the email address above. 
What will happen to the data?  
 
 Any data collected will be held in strict confidence and no real names will be used 
in this study or in any subsequent publications. The records of this study will be kept 
private. No identifiers linking you to the study will be included in any sort of report that 
might be published. Participants will be assigned a number and will be referred to by that 
number in all records.  Research records will be stored securely in a locked filing cabinet 
and on a password-protected computer and only the research team will have access to the 
records. The data will be destroyed securely once the findings of the study are written up, 
after five years. The results of the study will be presented at national and international 
conferences, and in written reports and articles.  I can send you electronic copies of these 
publications if you wish, by contacting me on the email address above. 
 
What happens if I change my mind? 
You can change your mind at any time without any repercussions.  If you 
change your mind after data collection has ended, we will discard your 
interview.   
What happens if something goes wrong? 
In the unlikely case of any concern or complaint, you can contact Dr Catherine 
Tissot email: c.tissot@reading.ac.uk . 
Where can I get more information? 
If you would like more information, please contact the Project Researcher 
Manar Abdulrahman I Alarfaj email.m.a.i.alarfajr@pgr.reading.ac.uk or her 
supervisor Dr Catherine Tissot email: c.tissot@reading.ac.uk  
This application has been reviewed following the procedures of the 
University Research Ethics Committee and has been given a favourable 
ethical opinion for conduct. 
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I hope that you will agree to participate in the study.  Thank you for your 
time. 

 
 
Manar Abdulrahman I Alarfaj 
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Researcher:                                                                                               Supervisor: 
Name Manar Alarfaj                                                                                  Name Dr. Cathy Tissot 
Phone: 00447850660201                                                                           Phone: +44 (0)118 378 5946 
Email: m.a.i.alarfaj@pgr..reading.ac.uk                                          Email : c.tissot@reading.ac.uk 
 
 
 

Consent Form  
Project title: The views of educational professionals and families on the awareness of 
children with autism and school provision in Saudi Arabia. 
 

 

I have read and had explained to me by Manar Alarfaj the Information Sheet 

relating to this project. 

I have had explained to me the purposes of the project and what will be 

required of me, and any questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I 

agree to the arrangements described in the information sheet in so far. 

I understand that participation is entirely voluntary and that I have the 

right to withdraw from the project (at) any time, without giving a reason and 

without repercussions. 

I have received a copy of this Consent form and of the accompanying 

information 

sheet. 

I consent to participating in an interview                           Yes  ¨        No   ¨ 

I consent to this interview being recorded.                         Yes  ¨       No   ¨    

 

Name: 

Signed: 

Date: 

Time: 
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Appendix F 

Draft Interview 
Basic information: 

How long have you been working in the education sector? How many 
students with special educational needs are there in Riyadh primary 
schools currently?  

Inclusive practice: 
• What kind of disabilities do we have in Riyadh primary schools? 

Roughly how many children do you consider to be disabled?  
How are children recognized as having disabilities diagnosed? 

• How did the Ministry of Education enable schools to be recognised as 
being inclusive schools? 
  

• Do you support the idea of inclusion? 
  

• How does the Ministry of Education organise training programmes? 
of special educational needs for teachers? 
  

• Do you think you need more training programmes to be available for 
teachers and head teachers? What kinds of training programmes 
would you like to be offered? 
 

      • Do you think that there are students with autism spectrum disorders in 
the schools but have not been diagnosed? 

• When did the schools start to include students with disabilities?   
 
 

• Do you feel that schools have enough resources to support the 
teaching staff educating students with autism? 
 



 324 

• Do you have any suggestions or concerns for including students with 
disabilities? 
 

• How would you know that including children with autism are 
successful and that it works out well?  

Autism: 
• How would you define autism? 

 
• Do you have any experience in working with students with autism? If 

yes, 
 

• Do you feel that schools can meet the needs of this group of learners?  
If not, what would you do to change this? 
 

• Do you think that students with autism are more difficult to look after 
than other disabilities?  
 

• Do you think that there is a lack of awareness regarding autism? If so, 
how would you improve it? 
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Appendix G 

University of Reading 
Institute of Education 

Ethical Approval Form (version November 2012) 
 
 Tick one: 
  Staff project: ___ PhD   
  Undergraduate project: ____ 
 
 Name of applicant (s): Manar Abdulrahman I. Alarfaj 
 
 Title of project: The views of educational professionals and families on the 
awareness of children with autism and school provision in Saudi Arabia. 
  Name of supervisor (for student projects): Dr Cathy Tissot 
 
Please complete the form below including relevant sections overleaf. 
 

 YES NO 
Have you prepared an Information Sheet for participants and/or 
their parents/carers that: 

  

a)  explains the purpose(s) of the project ü   
b) explains how they have been selected as potential participants ü   
c)  gives a full, fair and clear account of what will be asked of them 
and how the information that they provide will be used 

ü   

d) makes clear that participation in the project is voluntary ü   
e) explains the arrangements to allow participants to withdraw at any 
stage if they wish 

ü   

f) explains the arrangements to ensure the confidentiality of any 
material collected during the project, including secure arrangements 
for its storage, retention and disposal 

ü   

g) explains the arrangements for publishing the research results and, if 
confidentiality might be affected, for obtaining written consent for this 

ü   

h) explains the arrangements for providing participants with the 
research results if they wish to have them 

ü   

i) gives the name and designation of the member of staff with 
responsibility for the project together with contact details, including 
email. If any of the project investigators are students at the IoE, then 
this information must be included, and their names provided 

ü   
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k) explains, where applicable, the arrangements for expenses and other payments to be made to the 
participants 

 n/a 

j) includes a standard statement indicating the process of ethical 
review at the University undergone by the project, as follows: 
 ‘This project has been reviewed following the procedures of the 
University Research Ethics Committee and has been given a 
favourable ethical opinion for conduct’. 

ü   

k) includes a standard statement regarding insurance 
“The University has the appropriate insurances in place. Full details are available on request".  

ü   

Please answer the following questions   
1)  Have you sought written or other formal consent from all 
participants, if they are able to provide it, in addition to (2)? 

ü   

2) Have you provided participants involved in your research with all 
the information necessary to ensure that they are fully informed and 
not in any way deceived or misled as to the purpose(s) and nature of 
the research? 

ü   

3)  Is there any risk that participants may experience physical or 
psychological distress in taking part in your research? 

 ü  

4) Have you taken the online training modules in data protection and 
information security? 

ü   

5) Does your research comply with the University’s Code of Good 
Practice in Research? 

ü   

 YES NO N.A. 
6) If your research is taking place in a school, have you obtained the 
permission in writing of the head teacher or other relevant supervisory 
professional? 

ü    

7) Has the data collector obtained satisfactory CRB clearance?   ü  
8) If your research involves working with children under the age of 16 
(or those whose special educational needs mean they are unable to 
give informed consent), have you sought parental consent or given 
parents/carers the opportunity to decline consent?	

  ü  

9) If your research involves processing sensitive personal data1, have 
you obtained the explicit consent of participants? 

  ü  

10) If you are using a data processor to subcontract any part of your 
research, have you got a written contract with that contractor which (a) 
specifies that the contractor is required to act only on your 
instructions, and (b) provides for appropriate technical and 

  ü  

                                         
1  Sensitive personal data consists of information relating to the racial or ethnic origin of a data subject, 
their political opinions, religious beliefs, trade union membership, sexual life, physical or mental health or 
condition, or criminal offences or record. 
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organisational security measures to protect the data? 
11a) Does your research involve data collection outside the UK? ü    
11b) If the answer to question 11a is “yes”, does your research comply 
with the legal and ethical requirements for doing research in that 
country? 

ü    

12a. Does the proposed research involve children under the age of 5?  ü   
12b. If the answer to question 12a is “yes”:  
My Head of School (or authorised Head of Department) has given details of the proposed research 
to the University’s insurance officer, and the research will not proceed until I have confirmation 
that insurance cover is in place.  

   

If you have answered YES to Questions 2 and/or 3, please 
complete Section B below 

   

 
PLEASE COMPLETE EITHER SECTION A OR B AND PROVIDE 
THE DETAILS REQUIRED IN  
SUPPORT OF YOUR APPLICATION, THEN SIGN THE FORM 
(SECTION C) 
 
A: My research goes beyond the ‘accepted custom and practice of 
teaching’ but I consider that this project has no significant ethical 
implications. 

 

Give a brief description of the aims and the methods (participants, 
instruments and procedures) of the project in up to 200 words.  Attach 
any consent form, information sheet and research instruments to be used 
in the project (e.g. tests, questionnaires, interview schedules). 
 
Please state how many participants will be involved in the project: 
This form and any attachments should now be submitted to the Institute’s 
Ethics Committee for consideration.  Any missing information will result 
in the form being returned to you. 
 
 
 
This research focuses on the views of educational professionals and 
families in Saudi Arabia on awareness and school provision of students 
with autism.  I will contact a sample of 10 educational professionals 
working in the Ministry of Education to conduct an interview lasting 
approximately 20 minutes.   
 
 I will distribute an information sheet to do an interview. Then I will 
conduct the interview (with consent) with the staff who have indicated an 
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interest on the consent form.    
 
Further interviews with parents will be conducted and this will be 
through the private school that is run solely for Autistic children. I will 
go there and distribute the information sheets and the consent forms. Up 
to 15 interviews will be conducted with the parents who have indicated 
an interest on the consent form.    
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

B: I consider that this project may have ethical implications that 
should be brought before the Institute’s Ethics Committee. 

 

Please provide all the further information listed below in a separate 
attachment. 

1. title of project 
2. purpose of project and its academic rationale 
3. brief description of methods and measurements 
4. participants: recruitment methods, number, age, gender, 

exclusion/inclusion criteria 
5. consent and participant information arrangements, debriefing 

(attach forms where necessary) 
6. a clear and concise statement of the ethical considerations raised 

by the project and how you intend to deal with the. 
7. estimated start date and duration of project 

This form and any attachments should now be submitted to the Institute’s 
Ethics Committee for consideration.  Any missing information will result 
in the form being returned to you. 
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C: SIGNATURE OF APPLICANT: 
 
I have declared all relevant information regarding my proposed project 
and confirm that ethical good practice will be followed within the 
project. 
 

Signed:          Print Name…Manar Alarfaj               
Date… 10/6/2014………. 
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Appendix I 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 336 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 337 

 
 
Appendix J 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



 338 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 339 

 

 
 



 340 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     
 
 
 
 
 



 341 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 342 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 343 

 
 
 




