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Message from our
Acting Director

This has been a year like no other for
CRAE. First and foremost, we would like
to extend our thoughts and best wishes to
the autistic people, families and schools
with which we work. The significant
impact of COVID-19 on the autism
community has been well-documented,
with the pandemic exacerbating pre-
existing inequalities for disabled people
and those who support them. We
sincerely hope that the pandemic acts as
a much-needed catalyst for positive
change in this regard.

On that note, there have been major
changes to the way in which the CRAE
team have been working since the start of
the pandemic. Whilst much of our
research has had to be adapted or
paused, we have also been developing
creative, inclusive ways to continue our
programme of ground-breaking research
in collaboration with autistic people and
their allies. We have also taken many of
our CRAE events, such as our annual
lecture and seminar series, online —
making autism research accessible to a
much wider audience. These activities
have been a huge success and we hope
to continue such initiatives post-
pandemic.

In this annual report, we are delighted 1o
share a selection of research and
activities we have been working on over
the past year — a year in which we also
celebrated CRAE’s tenth anniversary! At
a celebration to mark this momentous
achievement (one of the final in-person
events we hosted before the pandemic
struck), we were thrilled to be able to
share a selection of CRAE research and
achievements with our team members
(past and present), participants,
supporters and funders. Our work really
wouldn’t be possible without their support.
Finally, I'm delighted to welcome CRAE
Director Anna Remington back from
maternity leave. Anna returns to lead
some hugely exciting new projects, which
we look forward to sharing more details
about in future CRAE Annual Reports.
Laura Crane

Acting Director




Laura joined CRAE in 2015, and holds the role of
Associate Professor and Deputy Director of
CRAE. Laura’s research focuses on
understanding the educational experiences of
autistic children and young people (in mainstream
and special schools), and identifying evidence-
based ways to support pupils, their parents and
their educators. Laura is passionate about
engaging education professions in research -
supporting them to identify priories for research
and co-designing research studies that positively
impact on pupil outcome.

Laura also has expertise in the following areas:
(1) examining the diagnostic experiences of
autistic people, their families, and the
professionals who work with them; and (2)
promoting access to justice fro witnesses on the

autism spectrum (in both the criminal and family
justice systems). Laura’s early work entered on
cognition and autism, with a particular focus on
autobiographical memory.

Central to all of Laura’s work is a commitment to
the involvement of the autistic and broader
autism communities in the research process;
ensuring that research has a strong participatory
ethos and is of direct and practical relevant to
those it affects. Laura is also a strong advocate of
public engagement and community outreach;
ensuring that research is accessible to autistic
people, their families, and the professionals who
work with them.

You can find our more about Laura and her
research here:
https://crae.ioe.ac.uk/portfolio/laura-crane/







Centre for Research In
Autism and Education

The Centre for Research in Autism and
Education (CRAE) is based within the
Department of Psychology and Human
Development at UCL Institute of Education.
Our mission is to improve the lives of autistic
people and their families through research.

We conduct ground-breaking scientific
research to enhance our knowledge about
support, education and outcomes for autistic
people, their families and those who support

them. This research is participatory in nature;

doing research with autistic people, rather
than on, about or forthem.

We work to ensure that this evidence-
based knowledge is translated so that it can
have meaningful impact and make a real
difference to people’s everyday lives.

We actively engage with autistic people and
their allies (e.g., families, educators,
clinicians), as well as policy-makers and the
wider public, to promote awareness — and
acceptance — of autism. We achieve this
through collaborative research practice,
sharing of knowledge and hosting an active
programme of public engagement events.

CRAE was established in 2009, with the help
of generous donations from The Clothworkers’
Foundation, Pears Foundation and Kirby
Laing_Foundation. We are also extremely
grateful to the ongoing support from our
funders, including Ambitious about

Autism, Autistica, The Bloomsbury

Colleges, The British Academy, Economic and
Social Research Council (ESRC), European
Research Council, National Institute of Health
Research (NIHR), UCL Grand

Challenges, Wellcome Trust, friends and
alumni of the Institute.

We are indebted to the fabulous children,
young people and adults, as well as families,
professionals, and schools, who so
generously give up their time to work with us.
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The Department for Education and the Autism
Education Trust commissioned a project
exploring the effects of the Children and
Families Act (2014) on autistic young people’s
post-16 educational experiences. Working with a
group of young people from the charity
Ambitious about Autism, we developed a
national survey for autistic young people (aged
16-25 years) and their parents. We also
conducted interviews with autistic young people,
their parents, and the education professionals
who worked with them. The findings from each
group are summarised below:

Autistic Young People

« Support was varied and depended on the type
of education the young person received. For
example, young people in special schools
reported better access to specialised support.
Support outside of education was lacking,
particularly for mental health.
Parents played a crucial role in finding and
securing the support and education the young
people needed. This was particularly the case
when applying for specialist provisions, and
when navigating the Education, Health and
Care Plan process.
Young people, particularly those attending
mainstream settings, felt that autism training
for professionals could be improved.

- Key ‘champions’ supported the young
people during post-16 (e.g., a member of staff
in their setting that knew them well).
Champions were important, but high staff turn-
over made them unreliable and young people
were worried about becoming burdensome.
While parents and key champions were
beneficial, young people felt it was important
to be able to advocate for themselves.
Unfortunately, many felt unable to do so as
they didn’t know what support was available to
them.




Parents of Autistic Young People

« Parents appreciated the aims of the Children

and Families Act and hoped for the Act to lead
to meaningful change. Unfortunately, many felt
that nothing had changed. For example, they felt
there was still a lack of appropriate local
provisions, transition support and support
outside of the school setting.

There was a strong focus on academic
achievement and moving onto further study in
many settings. Parents were concerned that this
approach left behind young people who achieve
In areas that are not aligned with traditional
academic success and highlighted that young
people who are academically succeeding can
get overlooked in terms of support.

Parents felt they constantly had to fight the
system to get the education their child needed.
This was patrticularly the case when applying for
Education, Health and Care plans. Yet, parents
noted that information about their children’s
rights was sparce and said they had to spend a
lot of time researching and unpicking legal
documents to get the necessary support.
Positive experiences were linked to key
champions, but high staff turn-over meant that
these relationships were not long-lasting.
Parents highlighted that when education
finishes, their children will likely be left with no
meaningful education, work, or activities. As
such, some parents felt the provision of
education up to the age of 25 simply “pushes the
cliff edge”.

Education Professionals
« Education professionals were keen to develop

their knowledge and skills by attending training
sessions. Unfortunately, training opportunities
were limited as budgets were reduced.

Support from colleagues (e.g., observations)
was important for development but education
professionals wanted more time to embed the
skills and techniques they Ilearned, into
practice.

Education professionals wanted to work
collaboratively with professionals outside of
education, but often found this difficult to
coordinate. As a result, collaboration was often
only achieved in points of crisis.

Professionals were concerned about the lack of
options for autistic young people, following
their post-16 education. For young people that
did not want to, or were unable to, progress onto
employment, professionals were worried about
the lack of meaningful options available. For
those who did want to progress onto
employment, professionals were concerned
about the lack of work experience opportunities
and employment support in general.

To read more about our findings, visit: 1) young
people: https://bera-
journals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/
ber|.3753; 2) parents:

professionals:
https://nasenjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/
full/10.1111/1467-8578.12372.







Prior's Court School collaborated with CRAE
to design and investigate a possible method
for facilitating the voice of their pupils: a
multimodal ‘Talking Wall’.

The study followed three phases:

Phase 1: Design

Focus group discussions with 18 staff
members looked at existing evidence-based
methods for facilitating pupil voice. As a result,
shared wall spaces were designed, where the
young people were supported to record their
experiences under three sections: positive
experiences under “like”, indifferent or neutral
views under “O.K.” and negative experiences
under “don’t like”. These spaces became
known as ‘Talking Walls'.

Phase 2: Develop

The Talking Walls were trialled in one
residential house and two classrooms.
Training sessions informed staff about the
project and a social story was produced for
the 10 young people participating. The advice
to all was that the Talking Wall is ‘a place to
tell us how you feel’. This can be very difficult
for the young people and the first step for staff
was to model and label emotions as they
observe a young person experiencing them,
for example “You are laughing and smiling, |
think you are happy!” To support this
observation,  physical evidence (e.g.,
photographs, maps or tickets from day trips)
was ‘posted’ on the Talking Wall. Staff were
encouraged to be innovative in their approach.

Phase 3: Evaluate

Observations of the young participants

working with their familiar adults were carried

out. Evaluation interviews were also carried

out with four staff members who had been

involved in the pilot.

The conclusions and recommendations of the

project can be summarised as follows:

1.1t is vital to label and model emotions that
underlie preferences. Familiar adults are
key interpreters.

2.Innovative approaches are required.

3.Assessing communication widely and
holistically gives an in-depth profile of the
young person and may help to highlight
patterns around the expression of
preferences.

4.This is a promising approach, but it needs
more time to embed into practice.

5.Future research should extend to include
the voices of all stakeholders, in particular,
parents







Accessing an autism diagnosis can be a
difficult and lengthy process, for children and
adults. Many adults choose not to seek a
formal diagnosis of autism, but instead self-
identify as autistic. In either case, the support
offered to autistic people (post-diagnosis or
post-identification) is sorely lacking.

Autism trainer and consultant Caroline Hearst

aimed to address this gap in provision with the

Exploring Being Autistic programme: a 10-

week autistic-led peer support programme for

diagnosed or self-identified autistic adults.

CRAE then worked with Caroline to evaluate

the Exploring Being Autistic programme. We

found that

« An autistic-led peer support programme for
autistic adults (either formally diagnosed or
self-identified as autistic) was well received
by the participants, with many benefiting in
different and personal ways.

« Participants found unity in diversity. This
diversity was particularly positive for those
who previously had limited experience of
meeting other autistic people, as it provided
them with first-person accounts of autistic
peoples experiences throughout different
stages of their diagnostic journeys (some
received their diagnosis some time ago,
others recently, and some were debating
whether to pursue a formal diagnosis).
Furthermore, despite the diversity of the
group, participants reported a strong sense
of belonging and connectedness with one
another.

« Participants reported that the programme
improved their outlook on autism, and how
this made a real difference in their day-to-
day life. In particular, participants that
struggled to accept their diagnosis found the
course content very useful, as the
comprehensive and positive representation
of autism made them feel more empowered
to accept their diagnosis. Furthermore,
many participants felt better equipped to
address mental health problems, particularly
anxiety, as well as sensory issues, and
social issues.

To find out more about our evaluation of the
Exploring Being Autistic Programme, please
visit
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10
803-020-04486-4.
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Sharing our research

CRAE continues to develop its active communication strategy by boosting its online presence
and engagement through different digital platforms. Our aim is to increase the accessibility of
autism research (our own and that of others), working towards wider acceptance of autism.
Furthermore, by enhancing our social media reach, we expand the profile of our research
centre. Some highlights include:

CRAE'’s Facebook page continues to see growth. As of
September 2020, we had 3500 followers and 3200 page likes.

Our Twitter account (@CRAE_IOE) has also seen continued
growth. As of September 2020, we had more than 9400
followers, and continue to live tweet from online events to reach
people globally.

CRAE launched the new website (crae.ioe.ac.uk). Since the
launch, CRAE has seen increased visits to our website from
both new and returning visitors.

CRAE members presented research at national and
international conferences virtually.

Throughout World Autism Awareness Week 2020, we shared
our researchers’ favourite studies that have been produced with
or by autistic colleagues and collaborators.




8th Christmas Card
Design Competition in
November 2019

CRAE launched their 8th
Christmas Card Design
Competition in November
2019, receiving over 150
entries from autism schools
across Greater London and
beyond. The overall
winning design (from
students at Hatton School)
was printed as our CRAE
Xmas card and shared with
over 750 of our colleagues,
collaborators, friends,
families and, importantly, all
our participants and those
with whom we work.




Mayflower Primary
School Visit

In February 2020, CRAE
welcomed autistic and non-
autistic students from the
Mayflower Primary School,
as part of their World of
Work week. Pupils had the
opportunity to find out more
about being a university
researcher; take a tour of
UCL Institute of Education
(including having a chance
to give a short lecture in a
lecture theatre!) and find
out about CRAE’s research
on how people’s brains
work.

UCL’s It’s All Academic
On the 5th October 2019,
CRAE put these questions
to the test! The CRAE team
set up an interactive stall
“Can it read my mind?” at
UCL’s It's All Academic
Eestival to show the public
how an app can visualise
your mental state. Those
who tried it out wore a
Muse headband to
measure their brain’s
electrical activity, and with
the help of a connecting
app, saw a visualisation of
their mental state!




CRAE 10-Year
Anniversary
Celebration

In November 2019, we celebrated
CRAE’s 10-Year Anniversary.

We are indebted to our funders and
supporters, including alumni and
friends of CRAE, and all of the
fabulous children, young people,
adults, families, practitioners, head
teachers, and school staff who so
generously give up their time to
help with our research, so this was
our small way of saying THANK
YOU!

We shared some of CRAE’s past,
current and upcoming research
highlights that promote awareness
and acceptance of autism, and has
a meaningful impact to people’s
everyday lives. We were joined on
stage by Siena Castellon.

Siena is an autistic 17-year old
neurodiversity advocate and anti-
bullying campaigner. She shared
her experiences in schools and how
she came to CRAE to complete a
short work placement, and launch
Neurodiversity Celebration week

25



which aims to encourage schools to
flip the narrative from focusing on
the challenges and drawbacks of
their SEND students to focusing on
their strengths and talents.

“By far the biggest impact working
at CRAE had on me was
empowering me to see my autism in
a positive light and as something to
embrace. Up until then, | had spent
my school years being rejected and
ostracised by my classmates. Never
quite fitting in, no matter how hard |
tried. But at CRAE, | found a sense
of community where | was
accepted, supported and
encouraged. At CRAE, my autism
was seen as a strength and this
new perspective gave me the
confidence to reframe the way |
perceived myself.”

“I believe that many of the things |
have accomplished since my work
placement at CRAE are a direct
result of having been in such a
warm, encouraging and supportive
environment where | was accepted
and understood. So, don'’t ever
underestimate the power you have
to positively impact and transform
someone’s life, because | wouldn’t
be the person | am today if it
weren’t for all the amazing people |
met at CRAE.”
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A huge thank you to all the autistic children, young people and adults, family
members and schools with whom we work. Our work would simply not be possible
without your continued support.

We are also extremely grateful to our funders, including Pears Foundation,

Ambitious about Autism, Autistica, Economic and Social Research Council,
European Research Council, and Wellcome Trust.

We would also like to thank those who helped draft the report, and to all the
individuals, families and schools who contributed photographs.

Thank you all ever so much.

NS Ambitious
about Autism

European

rc Research

Council



Superior perceptual capacity in autism: investigating
universality, specificity and practical applications for
learning. Funded by the Economic and Social Research
Council (CRAE Investigator: Anna Remington; Co-
investigator: Jana Brinkert). Large-scale study examining
attention and perception in autism and other
neurodevelopment conditions. £998,637; 2020-2025.

Tracking and evaluating outcomes from Ambitious
about Autism’s (AaA) Education to Employment
initiative. (CRAE Investigator: Anna Remington; Co-
Investigator: Brett Heasman). Evaluation of outcomes from
Ambitious about Autism’s Education to Employment
initiative. £121,447; 2020-2024

Autistic School Staff Project. Funded by the John and
Lorna Wing Foundation (CRAE Investigator: Laura Crane). A
project on the experiences and needs of autistic school staff,
£57,139; 2020-2021.

Accelerating a more inclusive science of autism through
the Complex Needs Research and Development Hub
(COMRAD). Funded by Autistica (CRAE Investigator: Anna
Remington). Project developing practical advice and new
research tools to increase research that includes autistic
people with complex needs. £125,745; 2020-2023.

Better together: A well-being initiative for doctoral
students. Funded by UCL Change Makers (CRAE
Investigator: Jana Brinkert). A staff-student partnership
helping to improve education at UCL. £1,000; 2020.
Bridging the research-practice gap in autism research:
fostering meaningful, collaborative research with autism
special schools. Funded by Research England’'s Higher
Education Innovation Fund (CRAE Investigator: Laura
Crane; Co-investigator: Anne Fritz). Research project used
to facilitate research across schools in the Pan London
Autism Schools Network. The project started in autumn
2019. £14,584; 2019-2020.
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from special school to mainstream satellite classes.
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Harper, G., Smith, E., Heasman, B., Remington, A., Girdler, S.,
Appleton, VJ., Cameron C., Fell, C., (2019). Autistic Action
Briefing: Employment, which strongly urges the Government,
public research funders and public, private and third sector
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CRAE members have been invited to present their research
nationally and internationally at conferences, academic
institutions, schools, charities and companies. Key
presentations include:

In October 2019 Laura Crane gave a talk “Something needs
to change”: Mental health in young autistic adults at Mental
Health and Autism in Childhood and Youth. Confederacion
Autismo Espafia. Madrid, Spain.

In October 2019 Alyssa Alcorn represented DE-ENIGMA at
the Autistica Summit on Autism and Atrtificial Intelligence
event. London, UK.

In November 2019 Laura Crane gave a talk “Celebrating 10
years of the Centre for Research in Autism and Education
(CRAE)” at CRAE’s 10-Year Anniversary, UCL Institute of
Education. London, UK.

In November 2019 Alyssa Alcorn gave a talk at the London
SLT ASD Clinical Excellence Network (CEN). "Robots for
Autism: Coming soon to a SLT near you?”. London, UK.




In January 2020 Brett Heasman gave a presentation
"DARE to Think Differently" at Autistica’'s employment
event, Hilton London Metropole. London, UK.

In January 2020 Clare Truman gave a talk on "An
Introduction to Pathological Demand Avoidance" and
Laura Crane spoke on “A new era for autism
research...?” at New York University London (NYU
London). London, UK.

In January 2020 Laura Crane gave a talk “Autism
diagnosis in the UK” at Ambitious about Autism’s Right
from the Start: Autism in the Early Years conference.
London, UK.

In April 2020, work from Heart n Soul at The Hub, a
project where Anna Remington is a core team
member, was presented at the CHI Conference on
Human Factors in Computing Systems. The work, led
by Dorota Chapko looked at the process of co-
researchers with learning disabilities creating an online
survey to challenge public understanding of learning
disabilities. London, UK.

CRAE members presented their research at the
International Society for Autism Research Conference
(INSAR 2020 Seattle, USA) which was held online due
to the COVID-19 pandemic. CRAE Masters Student
Audrey McMillion presented her work (done with
Anna Remington) on “Dental experiences of autistic
adults in the United Kingdom”. Laura Crane, together
with CRAE members Maria Ashworth and Jade
Davies, presented their research on “Supporting Newly
|dentified or Diagnosed Autistic Adults: An Initial
Evaluation of an Autistic-Led Programme”, and their
work on “Developing an Autism-Specific Research
Passport: Family Issues and Stakeholder Experiences”.
In July 2020 Clare Truman gave a talk at the Autistica
Research Festival (online): “The educational
experiences of autistic children with and without
extreme demand avoidance behaviours”.

In August 2020 Laura Crane gave a keynote
talk “Making research matter: Community
engagement in research” at the European
Association for Research on Learning and
Instruction Special Interest Group on Special
Educational Needs. London, UK.

In August 2020 Jana Brinkert presented a
poster at the British Psychological Society
Cognitive Section Online Conference on
“Assessing the feasibility of online
neurofeedback-guided mindfulness training in
autistic adults”. London, UK.

In August 2020 Anna Remington presented a
seminar for the Autism Resource Centre in
Singapore as part of their Expert Webinar
Series. Anna spoke about her work on attention
and perception, and the impact that individual
differences can have in the classroom and the
workplace.







