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Training, Inclusion, and Behaviour:
Effect on Student-Teacher and Student—SEA Relationships for
Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders

Jacqueline A. Brown
Kent Mcintosh
University of British Columbia

Abstract

Little is known about factors that affect teacher and special educational
assistants” (SEA) relationships with students with Autism Spectrum Disorders
(ASD). In this study, participants were 15 students with ASD receiving inclusive
education in Kindergarten through Grade 3, their classroom teachers, and SEASs.
Teachers and SEAs completed rating scales assessing problem behaviour and the
quality of student-teacher and student-SEA relationships. Results showed that the
level of problem behaviour and percent of time receiving the general education
curriculum (i.e., not a modified curriculum) significantly predicted the student—
teacher relationship, but not the student-SEA relationship. Training in ASD did
not significantly predict the student—teacher or student-SEA relationship.

Autism spectrum disorders (ASD) are lifelong developmental disabilities, with their core
difficulties being apparent early in a child’s life. According to the American Psychiatric
Association (2000), the primary impairments in ASD consist of deficits in reciprocal social
interaction; social communication; and the presence of stereotyped behaviour, interests, and
activities. Within the school setting, some students with ASD have been shown to withdraw from
their teacher or peers for an extended period of time without being noticed (Ochs, Kremer-Sadlik,
Soloman, & Sirota, 2001).

Along with other factors, such as cognitive levels and communication skills, this lack of
social engagement with other individuals can interfere with the percent of time students with
ASD are placed within the general education classroom (i.e., level of inclusion; Goodman &
Williams, 2007). When placed in the classroom, some children tend to interact more with
teachers than peers (Donnellan, Mesaros, & Anderson, 1984). As a result, interactions between
students and teachers are important targets for social growth. Hence, outcomes may be enhanced
if teachers have knowledge and skills in instructional strategies for increasing social involvement
(Goodman & Williams, 2007; Harrower & Dunlap, 2001).
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Interactions between students and teachers can influence short term student outcomes, such
as the likelihood of problem behaviour, as well as long term outcomes, such as academic
achievement and the degree of independent functioning (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Hughes &
Kwok, 2007). Although there has been a substantial research focus on student-teacher
interactions and student outcomes in general, there is limited research that examines relationships
between classroom teachers and students with ASD (Robertson, Chamberlain, & Kasari, 2003).
Because the student-teacher relationship may be related to both the percent of time students
spend in the general education classroom and their long term outcomes (Cook, 2004), it is
important to understand what variables contribute to these relationships and how research in this
area may relate to students with ASD.

Student-Teacher Relationships

Positive student-teacher relationships are related to student social behaviour and emotional
self-regulation. Students with higher quality student—teacher relationships tend to have higher
levels of social and emotional adjustment (Murray & Greenberg, 2000). Furthermore, lower
quality student—teacher relationships have been associated with higher levels of externalizing,
internalizing, and attention problems (Mclintyre, Blacher, & Baker, 2006).

Howes (2000) examined the relations between student—teacher relationships and the social
emotional climate in preschool and students’ adaptive and maladaptive behaviours in Grade 2.
Students who had positive relationships with their teachers and peers in preschool were more
likely to display prosocial behaviour in Grade 2 and less likely to display maladaptive
behaviours, such as aggression, disruption, and social withdrawal. Similarly, Baker (2006) found
that positive student—teacher relationships were related to more positive work habits and social
skills for typically-developing students.

Although there has been much research examining student—teacher relationships for general
education students, little research has examined student—teacher relationships for students with
ASD. Robertson and colleagues (2003) examined student-teacher relationships, problem
behaviour, the presence of a special educational assistant (SEA; a paraprofessional providing
one-to-one support), and level of social inclusion. Participants included 12 students with autism,
6 SEAs, and 12 general education teachers. Results of this study showed that none of the
classroom teachers had formal training in special education, 83% had never taught a student with
ASD, and 50% had never taught a student with special needs. Furthermore, problem behaviours
(e.g., inattention and hyperactivity/impulsivity) were associated with a conflictual student—
teacher relationship, with inattention negatively correlated with ratings of closeness.

Problem Behaviour and Student-Teacher Relationships

Negative student—teacher relationships have been associated with future increases in
disruptive behaviour. Ladd and Burgess (2001) found a significant positive correlation between
conflictual student-teacher relationships in the fall of Kindergarten and student aggression in the
spring of Grade 1. Furthermore, higher scores of student-teacher conflict predicted increases in
student misconduct and attention problems.

Conflictual student-teacher relationships may also be related to teacher attempts to control
student behaviour, which may impede efforts to foster a positive school climate (Hamre & Pianta,
2001). These researchers found that student-teacher relationships predicted behavioural
outcomes through late elementary school and early middle school, especially for students at-risk
for developing problem behaviour. Although positive student-teacher relationships were also
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significantly correlated with academic outcomes, negative relationships with teachers had a
stronger effect on future disruptive behaviour.

Students with ASD often lack the skills to display appropriate social interactions and some
may engage in problem behaviour to serve a social function, such as to obtain student—teacher
interactions (Macintosh & Dissanayake, 2006). Because students who misbehave face an
increased risk of isolation from educational settings (Horner, Carr, Strain, Todd, & Reed, 2002),
problem behaviours may be related to negative outcomes for those who are already at greater risk
for social exclusion. Macintosh and Dissanayake suggested that because students with ASD have
social impairments, they may benefit from empirically validated interventions to teach social
skills through modeling, prompting, feedback, and reinforcement. Although many researchers
have examined problem behaviour and student—teacher relationships with general education
students (e.g.,, Hamre & Pianta, 2001), limited studies have examined this combination for
students with ASD.

Presence of an SEA and Student-Teacher Relationships

The presence of an SEA can also lead to decreased student—teacher interactions. SEAs
typically provide individual assistance to students with special needs within the classroom. One
study found that classroom teachers were less engaged with their students when an SEA was
present, with interactions limited to greetings, farewells, and occasional praise (Giangreco,
Edelman, Luiselli, & MacFarland, 1997). Results of this study also showed that SEAs often
inappropriately took the primary role in making instructional decisions for these students. The
results of another study (Giangreco, Broer, & Edelman, 2001) showed that teachers were less
engaged when the SEA was responsible for the student, but more engaged teachers were more
knowledgeable about the student’s academic functioning, learning outcomes, and curricular
activities.

SEAs are often expected to take control of student instruction, yet they rarely have the same
level of educational training as classroom teachers. Marks, Schrader, and Levine (1999) provided
evidence that an SEA’s level of training and experience to address problem behaviour may
decrease the teacher’s level of responsibility for the student. Furthermore, the presence of SEAs
may influence the behaviour and academic performance of students with ASD (Young &
Simpson, 1997). In Young and Simpson’s (1997) study, SEAs initiated limited interactions with
their students with ASD, and these interactions were primarily verbal, despite the fact that these
students often struggle with verbal directions. They highlighted the importance of providing
SEAs with the training to both support the needs of students with ASD and work collaboratively
with classroom teachers.

Training in ASD and Teacher Perceptions

Many general education teachers report a lack of experience and preparedness in teaching
students with ASD and other disabilities. This lack of experience may influence their attitudes
both toward students with special needs and their placement in general education classrooms
(Cook, Tankersley, Cook, & Landrum, 2000; McGregor & Campbell, 2001). Teachers with
further training in special education or experience teaching students with ASD and collaborating
with special education personnel are more likely to have positive perceptions of these students
and report beliefs that students with ASD should be integrated into mainstream classrooms
(McGregor & Campbell, 2001).
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The quality and quantity of training on teachers’ perceptions of students with ASD has also
been examined. Some researchers emphasize that it is the quality of training that is important
(Cook et al., 2000), whereas other researchers feel that attending a one or two day workshop on
ASD is not sufficient, as it may be limited to particular topics and focus specifically on one area
of functioning (Scheuermann, Webber, & Boutot, 2003). These researchers recommended that
teachers receive instruction in behaviour management and specific skills to teach students with
ASD. Because of the questions that remain with both teacher and SEA training, more research is
needed to further examine training in ASD for both professionals and how this training may
influence student-—teacher relationships.

The Present Study

Due to this dearth of research examining problem behaviour and training in ASD, the
present study built upon the results of Robertson and colleagues (2003). Student levels of
problem behaviour, training in ASD, and the percent of time the student received the general
education curriculum were all examined. Unlike the Robertson study, the present study assessed
both the student—teacher and student—SEA relationship, as student relationships with other school
professionals have not been assessed. Because students with ASD have core impairments in
developing appropriate peer relationships and engaging in social reciprocity (American
Psychiatric Association, 2000), it is important to consider their relationships with others when
seeking to improve their classroom functioning.

The main objective was to identify key variables that are associated with student-teacher
relationships to determine which factors can be targeted to improve these relationships. A second
objective was to determine whether the percent of time the student receives the general education
curriculum is related to the student-teacher and student-SEA relationship. Some previous
research findings indicate that the presence of an SEA increases positive ratings by teachers
(Cook, 2004), and other studies show that it may decrease the quality of the student—teacher
relationship (Giangreco et al., 1997; Marks et al., 1999). Although Robertson and colleagues
(2003) found a moderate association between social inclusion, as rated by the student’s peers, and
the student—teacher relationship, research has not examined how the percent of time receiving the
general education curriculum (i.e., not a modified curriculum) affects the student-teacher
relationship.

Method
Participants

The sample consisted of 15 boys with ASD in general education classrooms in
Kindergarten through Grade 3, their classroom teachers (N = 15), and SEAs (N =15) in four
school districts in British Columbia. Student demographic data were reported by teachers and
SEAs. The mean student age was 7 years 6 months, with students ranging from 6 years 1 month
to 9 years 6 months. This age group was chosen so that variables that influence student—teacher
relationships can be identified for early intervention purposes to improve outcomes for these
students. The ethnic background of the students was 53.33% Caucasian Canadian, 33.33% Asian
Canadian, and 13.33% Unidentified. English was a second language for 5 of the 15 students. Ten
students (67%) participated in the same curriculum as their classmates 50% or less of the school
day, and five (33%) participated 51% or more of the day.

Participants were recruited through district Autism support teams. Students were included
in the study if they were placed in a general education classroom full time and met educational
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criterion for ASD. These criteria include a qualified specialist’s diagnosis of an ASD and
evidence that the disorder adversely affected students’ educational performance. Although
students who participated in the same curriculum 50% or less of the day were still placed in the
general education classroom, they received different work from the rest of the students during the
majority of the school day.

The number of years of teaching experience for teachers ranged from 3 to 30 years (M =
14.87 years, SD = 8.32) and the number of years teaching students with ASD ranged from 1 to 17
years (M =5.97 years, SD = 5.41). Fifty-three percent of these teachers received ASD pre-service
training. When examining the specific type of training received, 57% indicated that ASD was
covered in one course, 21% indicated that it was covered extensively in one course, and 14%
noted that it was the sole focus of one course. All teachers reported that the SEA worked with the
student 51% or more of the school day, with the majority indicating that the student received at
least 76% of SEA support.

The number of years working as an SEA ranged from 2 to 21 years (M = 8.27 years, SD =
5.38) and the number of years SEAs worked with students with ASD ranged from 1 to 20 years
(M = 7.20 years, SD = 5.21). Eighty-seven percent of the SEAs received pre-service ASD
training. When examining the specific type of training, 86% reported that it was both covered and
covered exclusively in one course, and 71% indicated that it was the sole focus of one course.

Measures

Student-teacher relationships. Student—teacher relationships were measured using
the Student—Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS; Pianta, 2001). The STRS is a 28-item self report
questionnaire that assesses teacher perceptions of their relationship with an individual student.
Three dimensions of the relationship, conflict, closeness, and dependency, are measured. The
conflict subscale examines how much a teacher perceives his or her relationship with a student as
being negative and conflictual, whereas the closeness subscale measures the degree to which a
teacher experiences warmth, affection, and open communication with a student. Finally, the
dependency subscale measures the degree to which a teacher perceives a student as being overly
dependent. The STRS total scale was used in the current study, measuring the degree to which a
teacher perceives his or her overall relationship with a student as being positive and effective.
Higher scores on this scale correspond to lower levels of conflict and dependency and higher
levels of closeness. These dimensions are measured through a 5-point Likert scale format. In the
STRS, raw scores are converted to percentiles. A raw score of 102 is at the 25" percentile, a
score of 116 is at the 50" percentile, and a score of 125 is at the 75™ percentile.

Psychometric properties indicate that the STRS total scale correlates with concurrent and
future behaviour problems and academic skills. Adequate to strong associations (ranging from
.29 for the dependency scale to -.72 for the STRS total scale) were found between Kindergarten
STRS scores and concurrent behavioural problem ratings on the Teacher—Child Rating Scale
(Hightower et al., 1986), a measure of child behavioural problems and school competencies. An
adequate degree of association (ranging from .30 for the dependency scale to -.56 for the STRS
total scale) was also found between Kindergarten STRS scores and behavioural problem ratings
in Grade 1 on the Teacher—Child Rating Scale (Pianta, Steinberg, & Rollins, 1995). Significant
relations have also been found between Kindergarten STRS scores and teacher’s ratings of work
habits through Grade 8 (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). Finally, research has shown that the STRS
measures different constructs than other problem behaviour and social competence measures, as
correlations between the STRS and other measures do not exceed .58 (Hamre & Pianta, 2001).

Exceptionality Education International, 2012, Vol. 22, No. 2 81



Brown & Mcintosh

Problem behaviour. Problem behaviour was measured using the Teacher Rating Scale
of the Behaviour Assessment System for Children, Second Edition (BASC-2, Child version;
Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004). The BASC-2 is a multimethod, multidimensional system that is
used to rate the behaviour of school-aged children aged 6 through 11. This study used the
Behavioural Symptoms Index (BSI), an index of overall problem behaviour that includes
internalizing, externalizing, and school problems composite scales and the atypicality and
withdrawal subscales, which includes 90 items included within this index. The BASC-2 provides
T-scores with a mean of 50 and a standard deviation of 10. BASC-2 BSI T-scores are classified
according to the ranges, Average: 41-59, At-Risk: 60-69, and Clinically Significant: > 70.
Psychometric properties indicate that the internal consistency of the BSI is excellent (.96 to .97),
and the adjusted test-retest reliability is .90 (Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2004).

Training in ASD. Training in ASD was measured using teacher and special educational
assistant questionnaires created for the present study. Based on their responses, teachers and
SEAs were labeled as having pre-service training if they indicated that they had learned about
ASD in their most recent degree and were included in one of two categories, pre-service or no
pre-service training.

Percent of time receiving the general education curriculum. The percent of time
receiving the general education curriculum was defined as the percent of the day the student
participated in the same curriculum as the rest of the class (i.e., the exact same curriculum and
not simply the same subject), possibly with SEA support. This definition was chosen due to the
strong inclusion focus of the school districts from which the participants were recruited, with
students both with and without significant challenges being included in the general education
classroom. Consequently, these ratings helped distinguish students who were immersed in the
classroom curriculum with their peers and teacher from those who received a more individualized
program with the SEA. Teacher ratings of this percent were used according to one of four
categories: 0-25%, 26-50%, 51-75%, or 76-100%. Because the responses were not normally
distributed, they were dichotomized into two groups: (a) 50% or less or (b) 51% or more.

Procedures and Analyses

After consent was obtained, each classroom teacher and SEA independently completed the
measures. Because English was a second language for five of the participants in this study,
independent samples t-tests were first conducted to determine whether significant differences
existed between English as a Second Language and native English speaking participants on the
variables of interest. No significant differences were found between groups.

Coefficient alpha was computed to indicate internal consistency for combined teacher and
SEA responses on the STRS total scale and the BASC-2 BSI. Internal consistency was poor
(Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994) for both the STRS total scale (.55) and the BASC-2 BSI composite
(.40). Furthermore, the internal consistency for each of the three STRS dimension scores was also
poor (STRS conflict = .34, STRS closeness = .51, STRS dependency = .14).

Multiple regression analyses were conducted to determine whether teacher and SEA ratings
of problem behaviour, percent of time receiving the general education curriculum, and teacher
and SEA training in ASD significantly predicted the student—teacher or student-SEA
relationship. Because previous research has shown that problem behaviour is strongly predictive
of the student—teacher relationship (Robertson et al., 2003), block regression was used to test the
relative influence of variables above and beyond problem behaviour. In the first model, teacher
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BSI ratings were entered. In the second model, student percent of time receiving the general
education curriculum and teacher pre-service training in ASD were added. These analyses were
then repeated with the SEA variables, but because of the lack of variability in SEA pre-service
training, this predictor was not used. Analyses were conducted using SPSS version 14.

Results

Descriptive statistics for teacher and SEA ratings of the overall relationship on the STRS
and ratings of student BASC-2 BSI are provided in Table 1. The three STRS dimension scores
(conflict, closeness, and dependency) are also included in this table. Although the mean for BSI
ratings was in the average category for both teacher and SEA ratings, three students were rated by
teachers and four by SEAs as being in the at-risk category.

Table 1
Descriptive Statistics for Teacher and SEA
BASC-2 and STRS Composites

Measure M SD Range
Teacher Ratings
STRS Total 104.87 8.56 90-124
STRS Conflict 24.13 5.99 13-34
STRS Closeness 34.47 5.72 26-42
STRS Dependency 7.40 2.59 5-14
BASC-2 BSI 53.67 6.38 45-67
SEA Ratings
STRS Total 107.07 9.98 86-121
STRS Conflict 22.67 6.48 16-35
STRS Closeness 40.47 6.23 29-49
STRS Dependency 12.73 3.94 6-21
BASC-2 BSI 57.53 4.63 48-64

Note. STRS = Student-Teacher Relationship Scale; 102 = 25" percentile, 116 = 50" percentile, 125 = 75" percentile;
BSI = Behaviour Symptoms Index; Mean = 50, SD = 10; Average: 41-59, At-Risk: 60—69, Clinically Significant: = 70.

Variables Associated with Student-Teacher and Student—-SEA Relationships

Student-teacher relationship analyses. Block regression analyses revealed that
teacher BSI ratings was significantly associated with the overall student-teacher relationship, F
(1, 13) = 14.15, p < .01, and explained 52% of the variance in the student—teacher relationship
scores. When added to the model, the percent of time receiving the general education curriculum
was also a significant predictor of the student—teacher relationship (p < .01), although teacher
pre-service training in ASD was not a significant predictor. Adding the percent of time receiving
the general education curriculum and pre-service training in ASD to the model explained
statistically significantly more variance in the total student—teacher relationship by adding a
combined 28%, even when controlling for teacher’s BSI ratings, F(2, 11) = 7.57, p <.01. Results
are displayed in Table 2.

Student-SEA relationship analyses. Block regression analyses were repeated with
SEA ratings. Because all but two SEAs had pre-service training in ASD, this variable was
excluded from the analyses. Results revealed that neither SEA BSI ratings nor the percent of time
receiving the general education curriculum significantly predicted the overall student-SEA
relationship. Results are displayed in Table 3.
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Table 2
Hierarchical Regressions Predicting the Total Student-Teacher Relationship
b SEb B R? AR?

Model 1 .52 52+

Constant 156.87 13.92
BSI -.97 .26 - 72%
Model 2 .80 .28**

Constant 131.23 18.16
BSI -72 21 -.53**
Percent of time receiving curriculum 10.55 2.71 .60**
Pre-service training 4.73 2.78 .29
Note. BSI = Behaviour Symptoms Index.
**p < 01

Table 3
Hierarchical Regressions Predicting the Total Student—-SEA Relationship
b SEb B R? AR?

Model 1 .25 .25

Constant 168.98 29.90
BSI -1.08 52 -.50
Model 2 .30 .05

Constant 145.14 38.78
BSI -.79 .60 -.37
Percent of time receiving curriculum 5.49 5.67 27
Note. BSI = Behaviour Symptoms Index.

Discussion

The goal of the present study was to examine how problem behaviour, percent of time
receiving the general education curriculum, and training in ASD affect the student-teacher and
student-SEA relationship. Results showed that the level of problem behaviour and percent of
time receiving the general education curriculum significantly predicted the student—teacher
relationship, but not the student—SEA relationship. Training in ASD did not significantly predict
the student—teacher relationship.

Prior to the discussion of the findings, it is important to note that these results should be
interpreted with caution due to the small sample size and understood within the context of an
exploratory study. Consequently, these are preliminary findings that can contribute to future
research and practices that aim to enhance educational opportunities for students with ASD.

Variables Affecting Student—Teacher Relationships

Problem behaviour. In the current study, problem behaviour was the strongest predictor
of the student-teacher relationship. These findings are consistent with results of past research that
problem behaviour negatively influences the student—teacher relationship for students with and
without ASD (Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Robertson et al., 2003).
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When considering these findings, the role of the classroom environment and characteristics
of students with ASD could also be considered. Research findings have indicated that negative
teacher reactions to student attempts to escape from the classroom environment may contribute to
the formation of conflictual student—teacher relationships (Hamre & Pianta, 2001). Furthermore,
studies have also hypothesized that because of social deficits and stereotyped behaviour, students
with ASD may be more likely to engage in problem behaviour to achieve social responses and
escape from demands that may interrupt repetitive behaviours (Macintosh & Dissanayake, 2006).
Therefore, providing teachers with support in managing problem behaviour may be a promising
avenue for improving student-teacher relationships.

Training in ASD. Although both problem behaviour and the percent of time receiving the
general education curriculum were predictors of the student—teacher relationship, the teachers’
pre-service training in ASD did not explain statistically significant unique variance in student—
teacher relationships. Previous research has emphasized that training in ASD may be related to
teacher perceptions of students with ASD and the percent of time they feel that those students
should be included in the classroom (McGregor & Campbell, 2001), yet a limited amount of
research has examined the effect of training in ASD on the student-teacher relationship.
Robertson and colleagues (2003) did not specifically examine this effect, but they noted that the
teachers in their study frequently attended trainings in ASD with SEAs.

Because previous research has shown that training in ASD influences teacher perceptions
and student inclusion within the classroom, it may be worthwhile to consider the role that training
in ASD may play with respect to student problem behaviour and percent of time included in the
general education curriculum. Although training in ASD did not predict the overall student—
teacher relationship in the current study, it may have an indirect effect on this relationship. Both
student problem behaviour and percent of time included in the general education curriculum
predicted the overall student-teacher relationship, and these variables may have been affected by
the teacher’s training in ASD.

Despite the finding that this training did not significantly predict the overall relationship,
teachers on average had 6 years of experience working with students with ASD. Compared to the
study conducted by Robertson and colleagues (2003) where 83% of teachers never taught a
student with ASD, the teachers in the current study had more experience working with this
population. Consequently, it is possible that this experience also contributes to the student—
teacher relationship.

The preliminary findings of this exploratory study suggest that training in ASD may not be
the most important predictor of the student-teacher relationship. Other factors, such as problem
behaviour, may play a more direct role. Due to the dearth of research in this area and because of
additional factors that need to be considered when examining the effect of ASD training on these
relationships (e.g., years of experience), further studies should be conducted to examine the effect
of training on these relationships with greater precision of measurement.

Percent of time receiving the general education curriculum. Findings showed
that, even when accounting for the effects of problem behaviour, the percent of time the student
received the general education curriculum significantly predicted the student-teacher
relationship. However, it is also likely that higher degrees of receiving the general education
curriculum are related to other variables. Despite the fact that the majority of students (67%) in
the current study participated in the same curriculum as the rest of the class 50% or less of the
school day, one inclusion criterion was that they be placed in their classroom full time.
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Consequently, students in this sample may have had less impairment and higher levels of
functioning than the overall population of students with ASD, which may limit generalization of
these findings.

Previous research also found associations between student—teacher relationships and other
forms of inclusion within the classroom. Findings from Robertson and colleagues (2003)
indicated that lower levels of social inclusion were associated with higher levels of conflict and
dependency in student—teacher relationships. Although inclusion was defined differently in each
study, the results emphasize the importance of including students in the classroom and general
education curriculum to increase their sense of belonging and foster positive relationships.

Variables Affecting Student—SEA Relationships

Although problem behaviour appears to affect the student—teacher relationship, it was not
related to the student-SEA relationship. These findings indicate that in the present study, student
problem behaviour and the percent of time receiving the general education curriculum may be
more related to the relationship with the teacher than to that with the SEA. However, it is
valuable to note that the SEA mean STRS and BSI ratings were slightly higher than those of
teachers, indicating that although the regression results were not significant, they viewed their
relationships with students as being more positive but also perceived more problem behaviours.

Various factors may account for these findings; however, one possibility may be that an
SEA works with these students more intensively, through one to one support. Because they often
receive training in preventing problem behaviour (Marks et al., 1999), the SEA may see a wide
variety of behaviours and be less influenced by them. Furthermore, in this study, the majority of
SEAs received previous ASD training. Consequently, their familiarity with ASD may have
increased their understanding that students may use behaviour to communicate needs.

Although this is the first study to examine the role of problem behaviour in the student—
SEA relationship, some previous findings have shown that teachers rate students with special
needs more positively when an SEA is present (Cook, 2004), whereas other findings indicate that
the presence of an SEA does not seem to influence their relationship (Robertson et al., 2003).

Limitations and Future Research

There are a number of limitations that should be considered when interpreting the results of
this study. Most importantly, the small sample size and poor internal consistency of the STRS
total scale and BSI composite should be taken into account when making implications for
practice. As a result, less variability existed within the sample, in both SEA training within and
outside the degree, as well as levels of student problem behaviour. Despite this limitation, it is
important to note that the sample size was similar to previous research (Robertson et al., 2003).
Furthermore, because of the small sample, the use of regression analysis, which typically requires
a minimum of 10 participants per independent variable to ensure valid analysis, is also a
limitation. As a result, the findings should be viewed with caution until results can be replicated
with a larger sample.

Another key limitation is that some unmeasured variable may account for the relation
between percent of time receiving the general education curriculum and the student—teacher
relationship. For example, the current study did not examine the type or amount of SEA support
provided or the quality or quantity of training in ASD for teachers and SEAs. Previous research
has shown that both quality and quantity may affect teacher perceptions of students with ASD
(Cook et al., 2000; Scheuermann et al., 2003). In addition, specific data were not collected
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regarding the students’ level of functioning (e.g., severity of ASD and cognitive abilities). Future
studies should explore how the classroom environment, instructional practices, as well as student
behaviour and training in ASD influence teacher and SEA relationships with students across
various levels of functioning. Along these same lines, research should also investigate whether
student relationships with the teacher or SEA is more crucial for long-term outcomes, as well as
student perceptions of their relationship with both of these professionals.

Finally, future research should also examine whether interventions implemented to target a
student’s problem behaviour affect the student—teacher relationship. Because the current study
and past research has shown that problem behaviour effects the student-teacher relationship and
that a problematic relationship can lead to further increases in a student’s negative behaviour
(Ladd & Burgess, 2001), it is important that factors that improve or degrade these relationships
be targeted.
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