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Abstract:

Children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) are more likely to have regression in
acquired skills in summer than typically developing peers, while parents have also more
limited options to provide summer alternatives for their children. This study aimed to
understand perspectives of parents of children with ASD and pre-service teachers
volunteered on a social enhancement summer program delivered through a university
for children with ASD. Semi-structured interviews were performed with both participant
groups along with focus group discussion with volunteers, while an inductive analysis
process was used for data analysis. The analysis of data obtained from both parents and
volunteers revealed three main themes along with related subthemes: (a) the need for
summer program, (b) suggestions for effective summer program, and (c) benefits of the
summer program. The perspectives of two groups of participants generally overlap and
they demonstrate similar thoughts. The results show that summer programs can be an
effective alternative to maintain the current level of children with ASD in summers.

Keywords: summer program, autism spectrum disorders, perspectives, volunteering,
social skill

1. Introduction
Participating in social activities with other people has positive effects on social and

personal development (Law & King, 2000), while individuals with disabilities, especially
children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) are particularly disadvantageous in
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terms of accessing community environments and participating in social activities than
their peers (Hilton et al., 2008; Solish et al., 2010).

The summer months among students with special needs are particularly
important given that they regress more than students in the general population during
summer break (Duncan, 2016), by staying at home with feelings of isolation and boredom
during the entire summer (Leslie, 2018; Siperstein et al., 2011). The regression involves
academic achievement (Cooper et al., 1996) and adaptive and social skills such as home
living skills (Menousek, 1983, Duncan, 2016). Parents of children with developmental
disabilities also consider the summer to be overwhelming and stressful due to its
unstructured nature (Duncan, 2016; Randel et al., 2015). Accordingly, the social needs of
children with ASD are a specific area of focus that should particularly be addressed
within the context of long break in schooling during the summer months (Cross, 2013).

Summer programs and camps are considered to provide an important
opportunity for children with ASD in this regard (Brookman et al., 2003; Walker et al.,
2010), given their association with enhanced social skills (Brookman et al., 2003; Lopata
et al., 2006; Lopata et al., 2008; Maich et al., 2015; Rynders et al., 1990; Walker et al., 2010),
significant decrease in social anxiety (Kaboski et al.,, 2014) and problem behaviours
(Duncan, 2016; Lopata et al., 2008) and diminished regression of skills (Cross, 2013;
Bobzien & Judge, 2014) as reported in many studies among children with ASD. During
the summer program, children with ASD have a unique opportunity to enhance and
expand their skills in a natural social setting (Leslie, 2018), while at the same time enjoy
the leisure (Boeder, 2012), have fun and adventure and the opportunity to interact with
peers or volunteers (Bobzien & Judge, 2014).

Although approaches, strategies or structures of the summer programs for
children with ASD differ considerably and the duration may range from four weeks to
twenty weeks (Brookman et al., 2003, Walker et al., 2010, Solomon et al., 2004), the overall
aim remains to be the maintenance of current functioning level, motivation for
acquisition of new skills (Brookman et al., 2003, Walker et al., 2010, Solomon et al., 2004)
and enhanced social behaviours (Lopata et al., 2006; Lopata et. al, 2008; Solomon et al.,
2004). In this regard, current practice involves a half-day program and recreational
activities (e.g., dance and, swimming) based on intervention program including priming
and self-management by fading prompts (Brookman et al., 2003), sensory-motor and
language-based play (Walker et al., 2010), therapeutic cooperative activities (Lopata et
al., 2008), instruction, practice, and reinforcement (Solomon et al., 2004), and cooperative
learning strategies and positive reinforcement (Rynders et al., 1990).

Summer also involves financial issues for parents because while they work, they
must care for and create opportunity for leisure and recreational activities for their
children that require financial resources (Duncan, 2016; King et al., 2003). However, while
inclusive summer programs heavily focus on supporting social skills of children with
ASD via peer or adult, most of them could not reach trained volunteers who are able to
participate regularly (Boyd et al., 2008; Brookman et al., 2003). Hence, universities are
considered to be ideal candidates with potential of conducting efficient volunteering
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programs, due to their research culture alongside the ability to provide volunteers with
high instinct motivation, and to develop integrated programs of training, research, and
social action (Nieto et al., 2015). Indeed, a research was conducted by a public university
in Spain that aimed to support people with ASD in leisure time via volunteer university
students (Nieto et al., 2015). The structured program lasted one year, and each volunteer
was assigned with an individual with ASD and spent time together for four hours per
week during leisure. The findings revealed high level of satisfaction from families and
volunteers and showed that volunteering programs to support people with ASD can be
successfully implemented in universities (Nieto et al., 2015).

The purpose of the present study was to evaluate the utility of a one-month, half-
day summer program conducted by a university as a volunteering program for children
with ASD, and to evaluate the efficacy of the program through opinions, experiences and
suggestions of parents of children with ASD and volunteers who have participated in the
program. The findings will provide evidence for the need of summer program for
children with ASD, strategies to maximize the effectiveness of programs, and benefits for
volunteers, parents and children with ASD.

2. Method

This qualitative research has been conducted using a phenomenology design that
investigates the meanings of people derived from their lived experiences (Brantlinger et
al., 2005). In keeping with this perspective, this design was used to explore the
experiences, perspectives and suggestions of parents of children with ASD who
participated a social enhancament program and their volunteers.

2.1 Participants

The study was carried out with a group of 19 participants, consisting of 9 parents (8
mothers and 1 grandmother, aged 38 to 62 years) of children with ASD and volunteers of
undergraduate students (8 female and 2 male students with a mean age of 26.7 years)
participated in the program. Homogeneous sampling strategy was determined as a
purposeful sampling because it was aimed to identify summer program effect on a group
who have a similar characteristic (Creswell, 2014; Patton, 1990).

Table 1: Descriptive data for participants

Participant Age | Education Marital Details of child Employment

status with ASD status
Parent 1 46 | High school | Divorced 10-year-old (yo) daughter Self-employed
(Mother) attending 4™ grade special

education class (SEC)

Parent 2 62 Collage Married | 8 yo grandson who is included Retired
(Grandmother) in 3+ grade
Parent 3 50 Master’s Divorced | 14 yo son attending 9t grade Business
(Mother) degree special education school (SES) coach
Parent 4 38 | High school | Married 8 yo son who is included Housewife
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(Mother) in 3 grade

Parent 5 55 | Secondary | Married 14 yo son who is included Housewife

(Mother) school in 8t grade

Parent 6 50 Master’s Married 11 yo son is included Pharmacist

(Mother) degree in 4t grade

Parent 7 45 Collage Divorced 14 yo daughter attending Housewife

(Mother) 7t grade SEC

Parent 8 45 Collage Divorced 12 yo daughter who is Teacher

(Mother) included in 7% grade

Parent 9 40 Master’s Divorced 12 yo son attending Engineer

(Mother) degree 4t grade SEC

Volunteer 1 22 Senior Single Paired with a grandson Student
of parent 2

Volunteer 2 29 Senior Single Paired with a grandson Student
of parent 9

Volunteer 3 31 Senior Single Paired with a child Student/
of parent 3 Works in SES

Volunteer 4 21 Senior Single Paired with a child Student
of parent 8

Volunteer 5 21 Senior Single Paired with a child Student
of parent 7

Volunteer 6 29 Collage Single Paired with a child Works in SES
of parent 4

Volunteer 7 27 Senior Single Paired with a child Student
of parent 5

Volunteer 8 27 Senior Single Paired with a child Student
of parent 1

Volunteer 9 30 Senior Single Paired with a child Student
of parent 6

Volunteer 10 30 Senior Single Paired with a 12 yo Student

boy (his parent does not
participate the study)

2.2 Description of summer program
The program was conducted through collaboration among stakeholders including the
Ministry of National Education, an Autism Association supporting families of children
with ASD, and a private university in Istanbul. The university recruited the volunteer
pre-service teachers from special education department while the community undertook
to find participants with ASD. Each volunteer was paired up 1:1 with a child with ASD.
The pairing process was completed before the program, and the volunteers made home
visits to get information about the participating students” current performance level and
Individualized Education Program (IEP) goals to modify the content of the program
according to the needs of the students and their parents.

The goals of this summer program were three-fold: (1) to provide the maintenance
of acquired skills of children with ASD in a social environment promoting their social
skills in an inclusive setting during summer term, (2) to enable professional development
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of pre-service special education teachers, (3) to support families by creating an alternative
for summer.

2.2.1 Setting

The program was conducted from 12:30 p.m. to 04:30 p.m. every weekday at a special
education school during July 2019. Professionals from a range of disciplines who had an
experience of working with children with special needs provided support to the program.
The program was conducted at a special education school affiliated with the Ministry of
National Education.

2.2.2 Program

The program mainly aimed to enhance the social and adjustment skills of students with
ASD by providing group activities. Two group formats were commonly used to achieve
this aim: a sub-group that composed of a volunteer and a child with ASD and a large
group that consisted of all participants including the coordinator. The involvement in
formal activities which refer to structured activities that include rules or objectives and
have an officially identified leader or instructor (King et al.,, 2003) was actualized
throughout the program. IEP sessions, which were developed after the visit to families,
were also a part of the program.

The time from 12:30 to 16:30 p.m. was divided into five or six sessions, each lasting
between 30-40 minutes. A typically scheduled day started with an outdoor activity such
as a ball game (about 30 minutes with large group), followed by a cooking workshop
including preparing snacks and eating them (about 40 minutes with large group). After
the break, an IEP session was conducted on two days of the week. On the other days of
the week, art activities such as painting and ceramic were programmed as followed by
an activity in the gym or the park. The activities with sub-group and large group were
planned as therapeutic activities aimed to develop social skills while IEP sessions were
primarily academic-oriented. During the implementation of the program, the integrity of
the program was primarily considered, which means the curriculum was followed as
written to improve the success of summer program (Quinn et al., 2014). The curriculum
was prepared weekly and was sent to all volunteers and families at the beginning of each
week. This was the way to provide integrity.

2.2.3 Participants of program

A. Participants with ASD

A total of 10 students with ASD, who were between the ages of 7-14, were enrolled in the
program. Four of 10 students had siblings while 6 of them were the only child in the
tamily. All students were identified to be attending either public or private schools to
receive special education services, while 6 of them were also involved in sports programs.
In addition, 4 of the students were in special education classes, 4 of them were in inclusive
education and 2 of them were students at special education schools. Four out of 10
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students were also receiving speech and language therapy services for two hours per
week.

B. Volunteer pre-service teachers

The recruitment criteria for volunteers were to have successfully completed prerequisite
courses such as Applied Behaviour Analysis, Individualized Education Plan, and
Teaching Social Skills to Children with ASD. Candidates were pre-interviewed by the
coordinator and were informed about the schedule and program requirements such as
showing compulsory attendance, getting prepared for daily programs, taking main
responsibility of paired participants with ASD, working collaboratively with the parents
and the coordinator and then the candidates who agreed to take all the responsibilities
were identified as volunteers.

C. Coordinator

The author of the study coordinated the program. She developed the weekly plan and
required materials to conduct the activities, and supported volunteers at the end of each
week. She also attended the program every day to check the scheduled day and interfered
in any crises that may arise concerning children or volunteers.

2.3 Data Collection

Data was obtained by semi-structured interviews with participants. Open-ended
questions developed by coordinator were reviewed by two academicians who are expert
in qualitative research methods. Two question sets involving 12 and 11 open-ended
questions were used in parent and volunteer groups, respectively that elicit their
experiences and thoughts related to the program. Interviews, ranging from 20 to 30
minutes, were completed on a one-to-one basis. They were assured that their individual
responses would be treated as confidential. Focus group lasted 110 minutes. All the focus
group and interviews were conducted by the author in last week of program.

2.4 Data Analysis

All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. Data from each group
was analysed separately using an inductive thematic approach (Yildirim & Simsek, 2005)
by the line by line examination (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Transcriptions were read out by
the author and two research assistants for the first coding. During the open coding phase,
each coder independently read the same three interview transcripts from two different
participant groups and identified units of meaning related to the aims of the research.
Coders came together to group similar units as emerging categories. After all transcripts
were individually analysed, the interconnectedness between categories organized into
subthemes and then themes. During this process, it was realized that the codes
overlapped between two participant groups and analysis was conducted by combining
the two groups.
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2.4.1 Reliability

To increase reliability for coding accuracy three interviews from each participant group
(approximately %30) were randomly selected and coded separately by the researcher and
a research assistant. Intercoder reliability score was found 85%. Discrepancies between
coders were discussed and consensus was reached. Throughout the analysis process,
consultation from a senior qualitative researcher was requested on subthemes/themes
formulation, coding and evaluation of the outcomes. Additionally, data triangulation
was provided for a multidimensional perspective of the data (Golafshani, 2003).
Triangulation consisted the transcripts of the interviews, focus group discussion with
volunteers, and researcher field notes.

3. Results

Analysis of data obtained from both parents and volunteers revealed the three main
themes with related subthemes: (a) the need for summer program, (b) suggestions for
effective summer program, and (c) contributions of summer program. The perspectives
of two groups of participants generally overlap and they demonstrate similar thoughts
regarding themes and subthemes.

3.1 The need for summer program

Participants considered a summer term program to be necessary based on two subthemes
including (a) for professional development of pre-service special education teachers and
(b) for an urgent need of program or school during summer for children with ASD and
their families.

3.1.1 The prerequisite for volunteer pre-service teachers’ professional experience
Eight volunteers stated that they consider this program as an opportunity to practice and
to improve their professional skills before graduation. Three parents also stated that such
programs are an important opportunity for pre-service teachers to have professional
experience before graduation. Excerpts from participants’ interviews to explain this point
are as follows,

“...professionals from different disciplines make their own planned activities or
workshops...we are meeting many professionals who are experienced working children
with ASD, we observe them and gain a lot of experience... we will be able to use in
professional life what we have learned here. Honestly, we did not get experience during
internship as much as here...” (Volunteer 7)

“I think that this type of program is very useful for volunteers for their development. Of
course, they are getting a good academic education, but here while they spend time with
their assigned child, they observe other children too. In my sense, it is an opportunity to
see a spectrum of different children.” (Parent 3)

European Journal of Special Education Research - Volume 6 | Issue 2 | 2020 7


http://oapub.org/edu/index.php/ejse

Hatice Sengiil Erdem
PERSPECTIVES OF VOLUNTEER PRE-SERVICE TEACHERS AND PARENTS
ON A SUMMER PROGRAM FOR CHILDREN WITH AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDERS

The desire of volunteers to understand ASD has also emerged as a source of
professional development. Three volunteers claimed that they participated in the
program to gain a better insight into ASD and have a chance to be together with a child
with ASD during a month. One volunteer said,

“.... I have decided to participate to get know ASD well. Also, I am really interested in
ASD but have never worked a child with ASD. I thought it was the best way for my
summer break...” (Volunteer 1)

Two volunteers stated that their main motivation was to participate in a program
with no specific expectations. One volunteer described her motivation as follows:

“....ifI had such a chance again, I would come because we have no worries here, no worries
about payment, no worries about accountability. This is totally voluntary because this is
what makes me feel very good, anything from those kids, such as a hug or anything they
have accomplished, a product they have made, and I feel more satisfied and happier. So, I
would like to join again....” (Volunteer 3)

3.1.2 The need for a summer program for children with ASD and their families

Most of parents and volunteers consistently expressed the need for a program in the
summer. A total of five parents and two volunteers reported feeling helpless since the
long summer period makes summer programs necessary. A grandparent explained this
need as,

“Honestly, I didn’t know what we would do during the summer... my grandson would be
with me because his mom and dad must work. He has a shadow teacher that has just started.
So, it was much better to be here than stay at home because what we can do with him is
very limited ... He doesn’t like any activity, he gets bored very quickly everywhere ... The
program here with special education teachers turned out to be very efficient.” (Parent 2)

Participants also mentioned limited summer programs or schools for children
with ASD (3 parents and 2 volunteers), limited financial resources and limited time due
to the parents” work (4 parents and 1 volunteer) as the reasons for the need for the
summer program. A mother expressed her concern, saying,

“We usually have very serious difficulties in summer months. My son has much leisure
time, but I cannot create opportunities for him because the price for summer schools exceeds
our budget by far. Really, they are not affordable. There are already several things we have
planned for him. On the other hand, this idleness means he deteriorates...” (Parent 9)
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The last reason pointed out by three parents and one volunteer is the lack of
activities and leisure time opportunities in summer for children with ASD. A volunteer
stated this limitation, saying,

“If we evaluate it in terms of children... first, children are spending all summer at home if
families work. They can't spend enough time for their kids. When children attend programs
like this, the children have fun with the activities. Because children are not isolated at home,
families do not have difficulties to keep their daily routine. Because children have a good

time during the day, families do not spend more energy to maintain their daily life.”
(Volunteer 10)

A mother stated that her daughter was not admitted to the summer school, which
was run free by local administration because of her ASD diagnosis. The following is the
statement of the mother:

“Last summer, I saw an advertisement in my town. They posted ads so that you can enrol
your children in free summer schools. So I went to the municipality and asked, “Can I
register my daughter with ASD?"” They said, "We do not accept children with disabilities.”
There is really no opportunity for us that we can take advantage of” (Parent 7)

3.2 Suggestions for effective summer program

Participants described recommendations based on experiences gained through the
program. These recommendations emerged as five subthemes: structure of the program,
involvement of typically developing peers, partnership accessibility and family
empowerment.

3.2.1 Structure of the program

The participants thought that some changes in the structure are required for more
effective program. The most frequently cited recommendations referred to more
diversity by including more sports (i.e. swimming), arts and outdoor (i.e. trips) activities
such as swimming, more outdoor activities such as trips. Adding professionals who are
experienced in working individuals with ASD in arts and sports to the program was also
recommended.

Another suggestion reported by volunteers more than parents about the structure
is grouping of participants with ASD. A total of four volunteers and two parents
recommended that children with ASD should be subdivided into ASD characteristics.
Severity of ASD is seen as a major factor for program to determine the content and
structure. Children with similar ASD characteristics should be grouped and the program
should be differentiated. A similar suggestion that was stated by three volunteers and
two parents was to group children by age.

One factor to reveal the need to differentiate children according to their ASD
characteristics is the concern caused by problem behaviours showed by children who did
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not have them before because they imitated other children with these problem
behaviours. One mother described her concern follows:

“As you know, these children imitate everything either positive or negative. We detected a
couple of negative behaviours that my daughter had never done before. We felt a little bit
concerned because it is very hard to change any behaviour.” (Parent 7)

The participants were concerned about the physical environment and made some
suggestions for more enriched environment. The most striking suggestion was to provide
a wider, more natural area that does not look like a school. Five parents and four
volunteers stated that the program should enable children to harmonize with nature.

Another suggestion under the structure of the program is communication between
families and volunteers. Parents expect more frequent communication either before or
during the program. Three parents and one volunteer recommended ways to achieve this
by such means as sending daily notes to home summarizing developments and problems
encountered on a daily basis, making some suggestions for home, visiting homes at least
once before the program starts, discussing the child’s individualized program at the
beginning with parents and developing it based on observation on child’s natural
environment. As one volunteer (Volunteer 8) described, “I might want to know what the
parents think about me or what they expect from us. I might want to know what they re saying
about their kids.”

3.2.2 Involvement of typically developing peers

This subtheme emerged as participants described socialization need of children with
ASD with peers. Despite the participation of typically developing peers was planned, it
was not achieved due to the restriction in accessibility. Three parents and four volunteers
reported that not only children with ASD but also typically developing children may
benefit more from the program if typical ones are included. Parents who have a child
attending special education classes see the program as an essential opportunity for their
children to become friends and interact with their typical peers because their education
environment is not inclusive.

3.2.3 Collaboration between partnerships

It was suggested that collaboration between relevant institutions was required to carry
out the program more effectively, reach more families and volunteers and extend it
longer than a month. Almost all parents and more than half of volunteers consider that
Ministry of National Education should be the leading institution to provide this
requirement and include universities, non-governmental organizations, associations, and
local authorities. Participants also thought that contribution of autism societies is limited,
and the government or public institutions should directly manage the program. One
mother (Mother 6), emphasized the role of universities in the collaboration and said, “The
host of these programs is universities. They meet all criteria such as financial resources, academics,
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volunteer students, and physical facilities.” Another mother (Parent 1) expressed her trust on
universities, saying, “You look like a seed and I really appreciate what you are trying to do. 1
believe you will achieve something that people think that it will never come true. I do not like this
point of view.”

3.2.4 Program accessibility

Another emerging subtheme is increasing the program’s accessibility to reach more
families and plan more programs for the children with ASD and create opportunity for
volunteers to gain professional experience. To achieve this, the program should be
announced through different channels and the above-mentioned cooperation must be
provided. Seven parents and six volunteers considered social media as the most powerful
channel for publicity. Additionally, evaluation and sharing of program outcomes are
considered important to make the program more accessible. One mother (Parent 1)
stated, “All partners should participate in the dissemination of the program. In the summer, these
children do not become normal or disappear.”

3.2.5 Family empowerment
The subtheme of family empowerment was mentioned by eight parents and two
volunteers. Parents expressed challenges while raising their children with ASD in the
interviews. This need emerged because of challenges. Participation of families in the
activities and organization of seminars or workshop based on family’s needs are two of
the most common suggestions. Parents indicated that a workshop about effective ways
to deal with problem behaviours conducted with an academic was efficient and
contributed to their skills as parents. One of them (Parent 6) said, “I learned that negotiation
may be an effective way to communicate with my daughter. Ignoring is not always useful and I
have started to negotiate after the workshop. I saw it worked.”

Table 2 shows the list of suggestions and example quotations from both participant
groups.

Table 2: Suggestions for increasing the effectiveness of programs
Sample statement

Improved structure “Well, it may be held in a greener setting... there could have been more outdoor
of the program activities and sports. This summer program looks more academic oriented. Also,
children’s performance level was different from each other.” (Parent 9)
“I imagine an environment with lots of trees... our children are busy with soil in a
garden. They are planting seeds and then watering them... then they collect fruits or
vegetables..., I wish they were in such an environment.” (Parent 7)
“There should be definitely more sports... This year we used the school’s field, garden
and gym very well, but may be a sports coach and someone who has experience working
with children with autism would have been more efficient if they supported us.”
(Volunteer 1)
“It was good to add an individualized quality to the program. But I thought that it
would be more efficient if it was given at the beginning rather than on the last day of
program. Volunteers visited us before the start and asked many questions in detail to
prepare my kid’s program. It was good but I did not know anything about this before
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the program. 1 wish I had been informed about the program on a daily basis.” (Parent

3)
Involvement of “In the meantime, some typically developing children visited the school and my son
typically played soccer; he played very well with them. If they came together often, I believe other
developing peers children could get to know our children better too.” (Parent 4)

“Typically developing children can also be included for a more effective program. If 10
children with ASD participate, 10 typical children may also participate too. Children
with ASD can learn a lot from their peers. During the lessons we learned that peer
learning is a strong way to learn for children with special needs.” (Volunteer 2)

Collaboration “As I said, strong cooperation is required. Summers are very long and there is a lot of

between free time left... so families need to fill this time but do not know how to do that.

partnerships/partners  Additionally, financial resources are restricted. All these make his cooperation
necessary. So, 1 think it would be beneficial for everyone to expand this type of program
with the cooperation of the state, universities, the Ministry of National Education, and
NGOs. This is necessary for not only families but also professionals and society.”
(Parent 3)
“Our Ministry of National Education should be the leading institution to organize
things... and to work to reach even more families. With their official announcements,
more resources can be accessible, and more experts may be interested in supporting
this program...” (Volunteer 10)

Program “I hope more sponsors can be found and summer program becomes more common. We

accessibility really need to rest in summer even for a month.” (Parent 5)
“We announced this program through an association and reached participants. But
this is a very local one. To increase programs the support of the National Education is
required. We have already used their school. Many programs can be carried out at the
same time in many schools, more children can be reached... volunteers not only from
our university but also from other universities can participate and gain experience... |
believe that our national education and universities can achieve this together...”
(Volunteer 1)

Family “It would be very nice if the number of seminars or workshops was increased because

empowerment we need to be educated on some issues. For example, my biggest fear is puberty of my
daughter and it is approaching. But I do not know what to do about it and I really need

suggestions about how to deal with such problems and behavioural problems caused
by puberty.” (Parent 7).

“Family involvement can be achieved by engaging families in daily activities or
requesting them to arrange things and participate in the activities. I don’t know if all
families can manage it but this can be organized once a week.” (Volunteer 9)

3.3 Benefits of summer program
The third main theme that emerged from the analysis of interview transcripts was the
impact of the program on parents, volunteers, and children with ASD.

3.3.1 Professional development

Participants stated that the program contributed to the professional skill of volunteer pre-
service teachers, while both volunteers and parents thought that special education
requires field experience and this program created an area for it. One parent (Parent 3)
describes how the program develops volunteers’ skills as follows:
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“Of course, they are getting a good academic education. Besides, the program is very
beneficial for their development because while each one spends time with one child, they
observe other children and see their different features. In my opinion, this is a contribution
to this field, too, because it brings more experienced experts to the field.”

Six of the volunteers also noted that they felt more motivated before they begin
professional life thanks to their increased knowledge in ASD. One volunteer (Volunteer
1) expressed his/her views on motivation, saying,

“Our energy was high, it increased our motivation, and it was also passed on to children.
In this process, we had the chance to put theory into practice. It was the greatest
contribution.”

Another volunteer (Volunteer 6) remarked,

“I have learnt a lot from working with children diagnosed with ASD and observing them
performing different things, different problem behaviours and different stereotypical
patterns. I was able to experience all of them simultaneously.”

All volunteers stated that they would like to participate in similar programs even
after they graduate. One volunteer (Volunteer 8) talked about participating again, saying,

“I would really like it, it was definitely a very useful program for me, I think not only for
me, but for everyone. For families and for kids as well.”

3.3.2 Skills of children with ASD

Two participant groups stated that there was improvement in the skills of participant
children, particularly in their social skills. Social development showed itself in different
areas. One area pointed by five parents and five volunteers is more participation to group
activities such as acting with the group in harmony and staying longer within activities.
This contribution is clear in a parent’s statement (Parent 3):

“He started to be better adjusted... especially in the last week, he participated in more
events than before, his attempts to escape from activities or group decreased. ... The greatest
benefit was that he could spend more time with his peers.”

Similarly, a volunteer (Volunteer 4) said, “at the beginning, she did not want to
participate in group activities... she did not want to remain in desk activities. ... She overcame this
at the end of the first week.”

Two mothers stated that their children continue to show this improvement at
home. One (Parent 8) described this change as follows:
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“When she started doing activities here, she also started doing them at home. She wants to
continue or complete at home instead of watching television or film screenings. I observe
that she is doing more fun and educative activities at home.”

Improvement in academic skills was stated by both participant groups. One
mother (Parent 5) said,

“They studied literacy in IEP sessions, and the volunteer informed me session by session.
We, as parents, would not be able to teach him in summer. ... We do not have such energy,
neither I nor my husband.”

A close relationship between participating children and volunteers has been seen
as a facilitator contributing to children's development. One volunteer (Volunteer 9) said,
for example,

“I think I have had a close relation with him. Otherwise, it could be very difficult to achieve
improvement. This closeness is mutual, that is why we both adjusted each other and became
a group.”

Academic skills were not taught directly, and participant children learned with
fun. For example, one volunteer (Volunteer 3) said the following on this issue:

“Children learned academic skills in indirect/pseudo-activities, they were not activities per
se. I believe that summer programs should be like that. As we see in our education, it is
embedded learning.”

3.3.3 Benefits for families

A total of five parents experienced that they have been supported in different ways in the
program. Four of them said that they felt more social support because of sharing
experiences with other parents in the program. One of the most common benefits stated
by five parents was having leisure time and doing something just for themselves while
their children were in the program. One mother (Parent 7) said, for example, “We shared
our experiences when we met in the garden. I will miss them because they contributed to my
knowledge.” Another mother (Parent 3) remarked, “I have no longer old friends... I have met
mothers who have similar histories, concerns and expectations.”

3.3.4 Diversity of program content

The last sub-theme emerged pertains to a group of various issues. Pairing a child with
ASD and a volunteer as a sub-group was seen a powerful characteristic by three parents
and four volunteers. While all sub-groups worked separately and individually in IEP
sessions, they were also a part of the big group working collectively. One mother (Parent
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8) said, “Actually, children with ASD had everything they needed. They were in a large group
and they were at the same time with their volunteer.”

Support from professionals coming from different disciplines and the workshops
conducted by these professionals who were considered experts working on ASD by both
groups were evaluated as factors that further enriched the program.

Diversity of activities and content including sport, art, physical activities, small
group activities, large group activities, outdoor activities and games were found
attractive by six parents and six volunteers. One volunteer (Volunteer 4) stated the
following;:

“We did activities, physical activities, yoga, played games...we spent more time in the
garden. They were all included in the summer program.”

This diversity was highlighted by another volunteer (Volunteer 2):

“Neither we nor the families participated in the program with academic expectations.
Social activity was dominant.... We played games ... We met various professionals, they
shared their experience with us ... We went out into the garden, we played ball games and
water games.”

Parents particularly stated that they would otherwise have difficulty in reaching
the entire services offered in the program. It was considered as a strong part by two
parents including one mother and one grandmother. The grandmother said (Parent 2),

“As families, we are not able to take our children to many activities with different people
in one day. One day you are invited to an activity with someone who is an expert on
ceramic.... and the next day on music.”

4. Discussion

This study explored the perspectives of parents and pre-service volunteer special
education teachers regarding a summer program carried out for children with ASD. The
findings were presented on the basis of three main themes including the need of summer
program, suggestions for effective summer program, and benefits of summer program.
The results provide some preliminary descriptive data regarding perspectives and
attitudes of parents of children with ASD and pre-service special education teachers who
volunteered at a summer half-day camp program as a pair of a child with ASD.
According to the findings, it is very clear that the opportunities in summer for
children with ASD are limited and families need to be supported. The participants
reported that restrictions in summer led to isolation and parents shared their concerns to
access free services for their children. This result is supported by the study emphasizing
that for most children, summer is synonymous with freedom and fun, but for those with
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ASD whose summer activities are often limited to their houses, they are exposed to
isolation and distress (Siperstein et al., 2011).

In the current study, all sub- and large- group activities accompanied by
volunteers had a positive effect on social and academic skills of participants with ASD.
The most obvious improvement was seen in the social skills across the program, which
was confirmed by both participant groups. This result is consistent with consideration of
summer programs to represent an encouraging way to enhance social skills of children
with ASD (Lopata et al., 2006; Lopata et al., 2008, Walker et al., 2010). The reported
increase in social and academic skills can be discussed within several factors. The
inclusion of volunteers with basic skills to work with children with ASD as selected
mostly amongst the senior students in special education department may have a role in
this improvement. Another possible explanation involves the construction features of the
program like focusing large-group activities, out-door activities and getting services from
experienced professionals in ASD.

It is suggested that summer may be used as a time to develop academic skills
(Westervelt et al., 1998). Setting goals provide an opportunity to make the needs of each
participant with ASD more personal and this guidance helps to design and implement
the program (Boeder, 2012). The current program also focused on academic skills in IEP
sessions and the goals were determined before the program. During the visit to families
before the program, volunteers acquired more background information on each
participant, such as current performance level on basic academic skills, preferred
reinforcers or activities, which might have greater effect to achieve IEP goals.
Additionally, the volunteers became more familiar with their paired child with ASD
during the visit to the family and they probably chose more achievable academic goals.
Despite the availability of very limited training for parents, they reported high
satisfaction for a workshop that was held on how to deal with problem behaviours of
their children. Why this three-hour psycho-educational session was found so highly
satisfactory should be discussed within the framework of some cultural issues as well as
social and financial means in Turkey. Turkey is a developing country where individuals
with special needs and their families have been provided with education and social rights
over last two decades. This satisfaction may also indicate that parents mostly do not have
social support and they expect to receive training on how to approach their children’s
difficult behaviours, which has been previously identified by studies conducted with
Turkish mothers (Degirmenci, 2019; Giileg-Aslan, 2017).

The findings of the present study clearly suggest that the success of volunteering
program depends on several factors related to not only structure but also issues involving
partners, families, ASD communities, and volunteers. The quality of structure can be
achieved by satisfying participants’ expectations better through well-constructed
programs. These expectations include diversified content, grouping children with ASD
according to the severity of ASD, more effective and frequent communication between
families and volunteers. Wardell et al. (2000) stated that a well-structured program,

European Journal of Special Education Research - Volume 6 | Issue 2 | 2020 16


http://oapub.org/edu/index.php/ejse

Hatice Sengiil Erdem
PERSPECTIVES OF VOLUNTEER PRE-SERVICE TEACHERS AND PARENTS
ON A SUMMER PROGRAM FOR CHILDREN WITH AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDERS

continuous support and training are prerequisites to a satisfactory volunteer program.
The current program has fulfilled all these prerequisites.

The high level of satisfaction reported by volunteers and parents seems to be
related to the motivation of both groups. Parents demonstrated their motivation as an
opportunity for the social rather than academic development of their children. This aim
was achieved through structured art activities in small or large groups. Schleien et al.
(1995) consider the inclusion of children with ASD in art-related activities to be an
encouraging way to develop their skills. In addition, group format provides more natural
opportunity for interaction (Solomon et al., 2004) and are also recommended for social
skill intervention (Lopata et al., 2008).

It is thought that the development of social skills of children with ASD is closely
related to skills of volunteers, given that they know how to struggle with problem
behaviours, to provide reinforcers and to integrate activities in accordance with the goal.
Previous studies indicate that volunteers in summer programs were commonly peers
(Boyd et al., 2008), whereas in the current research pre-service teachers volunteered. The
limited access to trained volunteers may reduce impact of volunteering programs.
Moreover, training and supporting the volunteers require considerable amount of
resources (Nieto et al., 2015). In the current study, pairing a child with ASD and a
volunteer, a pre-service special education teacher, contributed positively to achievements
of the program. As pointed previously, some volunteers had experiences in teaching and
working with individuals with special needs and all of them took practice courses in
special education institutions and universities during their undergraduate education. In
addition, volunteers stated that participation in summer program has a positive impact
on professional and personal development of them and this finding is consistent with
previous studies (Moore & Allen; 1996; Nieto et al., 2015).

Although the study contributes to the literature, there were a number of
limitations. Though the volunteers were relatively better-informed compared to other
summer program studies, professionals could have been included in the program such
as an occupational therapist to observe and regulate participants” sensory profiles, a
professional to engage all participants to inclusive physical activities to develop age-
appropriate motor skills by individualizing instructions and a counsellor to manage
challenging behaviours of children with ASD some of which resulted from adolescence.
In a study that aimed to reduce core deficits and enhance social adjustment of children
with ASD, social groups consisted of psychologist and a speech and language pathologist
to consult about issues arising in the group (Solomon et al., 2004). In addition, despite the
well-planned program, the fragmentation caused by the size of the school was
particularly observed during large group activities. Future programs should opt for
smaller units to conduct the program to prevent possible problems that could diminish
the effectiveness and to control the environment.

Nonetheless, despite these limitations, the findings of this qualitative study
represent a valuable contribution to the literature by clarifying the problems of families
of children with ASD regarding long summer break, highlighting the importance of
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working in collaboration with different disciplines and the contribution of pre-service
teachers who obtain a chance to practice with a group of children with ASD. Planning
and conducting summer programs appears to be of remarkable importance for
maintaining current level of functioning in children with ASD.
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