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Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is the fastest growing developmental disability in the United States, with a similar
increase in educational classification of ASD. However, an imbalance between the occurrence of ASD and the availability
of professionals adequately trained in comprehensive curriculums supporting the implementation of evidencebased practices (EBPs) serves to impede the translation of EBPs into effective practice and service delivery within
schools. The School WORK (©2005 HANDS in Autism) has demonstrated not only its utility in measuring the fidelity of
implementation of best practices in educational, behavioral, and functional programming for individuals with ASD and
other neurodevelopmental disorders but also for prioritizing achievable training and programming objectives at both
program and classroom levels. The evaluation of factors related to best practice strategies and aligned with targeted areas
for intervention not only provides a context for meaningful evaluation and programming support but also contributes to
setting up programming that focuses and optimizes staff, and ultimately student, outcomes. Specific application of the
School WORK in a case example is described and implications for use discussed.

Introduction
With a prevalence of 1 in 50, autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is currently the fastest-growing developmental disability
in the United States (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2013). Over time, the identification of a number
of evidence-based practices (EBPs) have evolved and been recognized within the field of autism (NAC, 2009; NRC, 2001).
However, an increasing number of studies have verified that despite identification of isolated EBPs, comprehensive models
are most representative of best practice and involve the implementation of a complex blend of a number of strategies.
The integrity of these models, however, rests on training the comprehensive model in a systematic and integrated fashion
to increase the level of understanding and fidelity of implementation necessary by the consumers of the strategies.
Ultimately, the extent to which outcomes are derived from training depends on the ability of training to promote
utilization and implementation of EBPs with fidelity. (Odom, Collet-Klingenberg, Rogers, & Hatton, 2010).
In an effort to address the complexities of training and achieving fidelity with comprehensive models of implementation
of best practice, the HANDS in Autism® team developed the School WORK (©2005 HANDS in Autism). The goal of the
measure was to lend both clarity of the criteria, definitions, and expectations of implementation of best practices as
well as objective measurement of the degree of adherence to these strategies as components of the curriculum were
introduced. The measure has proven useful for evaluation and to guide program training and development at both a
systems and classroom level while implementing the HANDS in Autism® Training Model. More specifically, in that the
measure is structured with five content areas noted in the literature as essential to success of programming for students
with an ASD which assists in assessing an overall program’s strengths and weaknesses and overall areas of need for
professional development within a program or district. Further, the task analyzed items within the School WORK represent
more of the particular strengths and weaknesses of practice relevant to the modules identified within the HANDS in
Autism® Curriculum (see Fig.1). Performance on the specific items loading on the HANDS modules provides a context
for tailoring systematic evaluation, feedback and recommendations to improve upon practice. By utilizing the School
WORK, trainers as well as trainees have more structure and transparency for recognizing and monitoring areas of needed
growth with relationship to effective programming and implementation with students on the spectrum and with other
neurodevelopmental disorders.

Methods and Participants

Measure

Results

The School WORK relies upon multimodal assessment across a random subset of students during a 4-5 hour
observation across the multiple elements noted in the literature to be essential to effective classroom practices
with ASD: classroom environment, assessment, curriculum and planning, behavioral intervention and teaching
(Handleman & Harris, 2001; New York State Education Department [NYSED], 2001; NRC, 2001). Within the context
of this tool, review of records and interviews with school personnel across the 5 primary domains of programming
integral to effective programming for students with ASD are also conducted. Data collected between two raters for at
least 10% of data sessions provides a measure of interrater reliability. Effective utilization of the measure relies upon
adequate sampling and sources for this measure through: (1) multiple opportunities for naturalistic observation;
(2) multiple settings for observation (e.g., structured and unstructured settings, individual, and group work); and
(3) utilization of greater than one general source of information for scoring each item (i.e., observation, permanent
product, staff interview). Each item is task analyzed to explicitly define the factor being assessed and, explicit detail is
provided within the tool to improve upon the consistent and accurate analysis and scoring of components necessary
for scoring. Items within each category are scored as 0 (“Criteria [full or partial] NOT MET for any part of the sample”), 1
(“Partial criteria met for SOME or all OR full criteria met for SOME of the sample”), or 2 (“Full criteria met for the ENTIRE
sample”). Additional scores of NA (“Criteria NOT met for ANY part of the random sample but not necessary to be”) and
NO (“No opportunity to observe or gather information needed to score”) may be utilized as necessary. This scoring
format was derived through the initial development stages of the original School WORK to increase the reliability
between raters while being sensitive to the individual differences that may exist between teachers and settings. The
scoring format is unique in accommodating for differences across settings and student profiles while also maintaining
adherence to the necessary and integral elements of implementation of best practices.
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*Items marked denote concepts within the HANDS in Autism® Model that load to greater than 1 question on School WORK

Table 1: Research to practice representation: item loading
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Discussion and Future Directions
In the current field of research to practice implementation in special education, significant emphasis has been placed
upon the importance of and need for training for educational, community and home providers in EBPs or best practices
at the level suitable to their role in supporting individuals with ASD as well as those with other neurodevelopmental and
behavioral disorders. According to Stahmer (2013), the translation of research to practice currently takes approximately
seventeen years to achieve with this estimate being too great when considering the existing and emerging needs of
individuals with ASD and those serving and supporting individuals with ASD (Odom, Collet-Klingenberg, Rogers, & Hatton,
2010). True implementation requires movement away from evaluation related simply to a change in knowledge and
isolated skill development following training to a more significant focus upon fidelity and adherence to strategies as well
as a framework for systematically and effectively embedding best practices within educational, behavioral, and functional
programming. Measures and tools with such capacity are desperately needed to clarify the components for success in an
integrated manner while providing a context for meaningful support of trainees and teachers putting such programming
into place for individuals with ASD.
Measures of implementation, such as School WORK, assist trainers in identifying appropriate targets for both systems and
program level training as well as serve to provide a useful measure for monitoring the trainees’ application of the content
and strategies taught. The measure has been utilized successfully across a wide variety of school systems across the state
of Indiana and has shown utility and feasibility in guiding training efforts both at the systems and the more individualized
classroom and program levels. However, the measure is in need of empirical validation for great assurance and broadened
use. In addition, the measure in its current form is lengthy, time intensive and detailed which is useful in task analyzing,
planning and monitoring for a consultant. However, other potential users (e.g., administrators) would benefit from an
abbreviated form of this measure.

School WORK by Phases, Spring 2011 - Spring 2013

Data included is represented as a case example of the application of the School WORK in a
school district in southern Indiana. Within this context, the School WORK was utilized
to measure at a program level across a sampling of elementary through high school
self-contained classrooms within the district (see Fig. 2). The School WORK was
then collected within a targeted classroom in which the HANDS curriculum
has been implemented across two years (see Fig. 3). Data have been
collected at baseline and intervention, with data collected at the
beginning and end of each successive training year.
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Fig 3: District level progression
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Data within Figure 3 reflects the systems level data with broad variations in relative strengths and weaknesses in autism
programming and implementation that occur at a district level but guide plans for professional development. The HANDS
team provided workshops and other trainings addressing the broader content areas across the district and specific to
the results presented here. Comparatively, Figure 2 reflects data at a classroom level, lending more specific details as
to the level of implementation and improvement occurring as intensive training in the HANDS in Autism® Model at the
classroom level. Training was targeted within general areas reflected in Figure 2 but also based upon the more module
specific and itemized level appropriate to the classroom and based upon performance on the specific task-analyzed items
within the content area targeted for intervention (see Table 1). As reflected in Figure 2, compared to baseline rates, fidelity
of implementation shows improvement that coincides with the areas of the HANDS in Autism® curriculum taught within
the time period reflected. The only area
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For more information about the program, visit our website www.HANDSinAutism.org

