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Education in Croatia is based upon principles of inclusion and 
individualisation. However, the effective inclusion of learners with special 
educational needs, including those with autism, has been identified as 
limited. To better understand the situation within primary education in 
the country, a survey of specialist teachers from mainstream and special 
primary schools was undertaken (n = 99), to investigate such teachers’ 
knowledge and attitudes regarding autism, and their experience of 
‘good autism practice’ methods and approaches. Knowledge was 
inconsistent, and inaccurate understandings were common. Attitudes 
regarding the inclusion of learners with autism were ambivalent. Training 
in ‘good practice’ approaches was extremely limited; however, despite 
low confidence, the use of these approaches was common. Teachers’ 
education needs in autism were identified, and implications for future 
teacher education in autism, practice and policy initiatives are discussed.
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Introduction
Autism and education

Autism is a pervasive and lifelong developmental condition impacting individuals, 
their families and their educators throughout the world. Elsabbagh et al. (2012) 
suggested a worldwide median prevalence estimate of 62 per 10,000, whilst more 
recent studies identify consistently increasing prevalence estimates across all 
geographical areas (Chiarotti and Venerosi, 2020). Individuals with autism have 
specific needs due to their characteristic communication and social differences, 
inflexibility and sensory processing issues; and meaningful access to effective 
education has been identified as a vital intervention (Simpson et al., 2011).

Autism and education in Croatia

The Croatian compulsory education system comprises pre- primary (up to age 
6), primary (6– 15) and secondary education (15– 19). Legislation regulating the 
education of children with special educational needs (SEN), including autism, is 
based on principles of inclusion and individualisation (Ministry of Science and 
Education, 2015). However, though legislation promoting inclusion was first in-
troduced over 40 years ago (Official Announcements Publications, 1980) most 
school- aged children with autism continue to be educated in special schools 
(Sekušak- Galešev et al., 2015).

Primary teachers in mainstream and special school settings must obtain a mas-
ter’s degree before entering the profession. Initial teacher education (ITE) is 
provided at seven universities in the country. Practice and curriculum con-
tent varies between universities and has been identified as requiring devel-
opment regarding SEN (Popović, 2013). Most teachers in special education 
settings are graduates of the Education and Rehabilitation programme pro-
vided at the Faculty of Education and Rehabilitation Sciences, University of 
Zagreb; the only programme of its type in Croatia, it includes modules in au-
tism. All teachers must undertake continuing professional development (CPD) 
throughout their careers (European Commission, 2019); however, the impact 
of attendance on practice is identified as low (Popović, 2013). Research in pre- 
primary settings suggests that teachers lack knowledge and expertise regarding 
autism (Sunko et al., 2019), and that inclusion of children with autism is lim-
ited. Many teachers have been identified as holding negative attitudes towards 
inclusion (Bouillet and Kudek- Mirošević, 2015) and parental dissatisfaction 
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regarding their relationship with schools and education professionals is com-
mon (Lisak et al., 2017).

This paper reports upon research undertaken within the context of an Erasmus+ 
project focused on teacher education in autism across three European coun-
tries –  Croatia, North Macedonia and Poland. A previous publication about 
teacher education (ITE and CPD) in autism in the three countries identified 
that Croatian teachers reported greater input than their North Macedonian or 
Polish counterparts (Lisak Šegota et al., 2022). In this paper, we report upon 
survey data gathered from Croatian teachers (with direct and current experi-
ence of working with primary- aged pupils on the autism spectrum) regarding 
their knowledge, attitudes, confidence and perceived training needs regarding 
autism.

Method
Data collection tool and process

An anonymous structured questionnaire format was developed and piloted in 
November 2018. The questionnaire design was informed by a literature re-
view regarding teachers’ attitudes, knowledge and education regarding au-
tism (Lessner Lištiaková and Preece, 2019). After minor amendments, the 
tool was finalised and ethical approval was obtained from the University of 
Northampton, UK, the funded institution. With support from regional and na-
tional authorities, the questionnaire was circulated to inclusive mainstream 
and special schools, professional groups and graduates of special education 
training programmes between November 2018 and February 2019. A cover 
letter identifying the purpose of the study accompanied the questionnaire. 
Consent was interpreted by the response. In total, 180 questionnaires were 
distributed: 129 were returned (72% response). Thirty failed to meet inclusion 
criteria –  current direct experience working with children of primary school 
age (6– 15 years) on the autism spectrum –  leaving a final sample of 99 (55% 
of questionnaires distributed).

Respondents

Almost a third taught in mainstream schools (n = 32, 32.3%), and just over 
two- thirds in special educational settings (n = 67, 67.7%): see Table 1. Most 
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teachers in primary and special education in Croatia are women (European 
Commission, 2019) and this was reflected in the sample, with 95 female re-
spondents (95.9%). Over half (n = 52, 52.5%) were aged under 35; just under 
a third (n = 32, 32.3%) were aged 36– 50; whilst 13 (13.1%) were aged over 50. 
Most mainstream respondents were class teachers or special needs coordinators. 
Almost all special school respondents were class teachers.

Most worked in large urban settings, under a quarter in smaller towns and just six 
mainstream teachers in rural areas (Table 2). Over half taught in Zagreb, the coun-
try’s capital. The remainder taught in mainstream schools in 13 locations and spe-
cial schools in 18 locations across the country, including Bjelovar, Čakovec and 
Karlovac in the north; Kutina and Velika Gorica in the centre; Dobrinj, Našice and 
Vukovar in the east; Šibenik and Zadar in the south; Rijeka in the northwest. This 
reflects the location of primary schools in Croatia where children with autism are 
educated. Almost two- thirds had between 1 and 10 years of experience with autism. 

Table 1. Respondents’ educational setting

Setting N %

Mainstream school (fully inclusive) 14 14.1

Mainstream school (partially inclusive) 13 13.1

Mainstream school (autism class/unit) 5 5.0

Special school (general class) 24 24.2

Special school (autism class/unit) 43 43.4

Total 99 100

Table 2. Location of respondents’ schools

Mainstream Special

N % N %

Urban –  city
(>100,000)

20 62.5 50 74.6

Urban –  town 
(<100,000)

6 18.7 17 25.4

Rural 6 18.7 0 0

Total 32 100 67 100
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Special school teachers were most experienced: just under 30% had over 10 years of 
experience, almost double the figure for mainstream teachers (see Table 3).

Results

The analysis identified that teachers –  from both mainstream and special school 
settings –  had limited and often factually inaccurate understandings of au-
tism and inconsistent attitudes to the inclusion of learners with autism. Whilst 
teachers lacked both training and confidence in the use of ‘good autism prac-
tice’ approaches, they were attempting to use them within their classrooms. 
Unsurprisingly, high interest in further training opportunities was expressed.

Limited knowledge regarding autism

Respondents were asked whether they considered a set of statements to be true or 
false regarding most/all individuals with autism (see Table 4). Responses revealed 
that knowledge was inconsistent, and many teachers –  from both mainstream and 
special schools –  held narrow, stereotypical or factually inaccurate understandings.

Thirteen per cent of all respondents –  about a quarter of those from mainstream set-
tings –  incorrectly believed that autism could be cured or that children could grow 
out of the condition. About 10% (15% of mainstream respondents) felt children with 
autism lacked emotions. Stereotypical attitudes, such as that individuals with autism 
prefer to be alone or cannot make eye contact, were more common, held by about 
a quarter of respondents. More special schools than mainstream respondents held 
these views, possibly due to the presentation of autism in those they taught.

Table 3. Respondents’ experience with autism

Mainstream Special

N % N %

<1 year 4 12.5 5 7.5

1– 5 years 14 43.8 31 46.3

6– 10 years 9 28.1 11 16.4

>10 years 5 15.6 20 29.9

Total 32 100 67 100
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Individuals on the autism spectrum may have difficulty empathising with neuro-
typical people and understanding their perspectives (Harmson, 2019) –  however, 
fewer than half of respondents were aware of this. Sensory sensitivities are com-
mon in autism (Grapel et al., 2015) potentially impacting all aspects of an indi-
vidual’s day- to- day experience –  only about a quarter were aware of this. Failing 
to address the impact of hyper-  or hypo- sensitivities can significantly affect chil-
dren’s learning and behaviour (Butera et al., 2020). Such sensory issues, as well 
as other typical differences in social interaction and communication, may restrict 
children’s abilities to work in groups (Scott and Condillac, 2018) –  only about half 

Table 4. Understanding of autism: agreement with statements

Statement

All (n = 99)
Mainstream 

(n = 32)
Special 
(n = 67)

N % N % N %

Autism can be cured 13 13.1 7 21.9 6 9.0

Children can grow out of autism 13 13.1 9 28.1 4 6.0

All/most children with autism prefer to be alone 23 23.2 6 18.8 17 25.4

All/most children with autism cannot make eye 
contact

26 26.3 7 21.9 19 28.4

All/most children with autism do not have any 
emotions

11 10.7 5 15.6 6 9.0

All/most children with autism are good 
communicators

10 10.1 6 18.8 4 6.0

All/most children with autism interpret lan-
guage literally

69 69.7 22 68.8 47 70.1

All/most children with autism find it hard to 
work in a group with others

52 52.5 16 50 36 53.7

All/most children with autism may not under-
stand other people’s feelings

46 46.5 15 46.9 31 46.3

All/most children with autism show repetitive 
behaviours (such as rocking, jumping, hand 
flapping)

68 68.7 20 62 48 71.6

All/most children with autism may have 
extreme sensory sensitivities regarding e.g. 
sound, vision

26 26.3 7 21.9 19 28.4

All/most children with autism dislike change 66 66.7 21 65.6 45 67.2

All/most children with autism are good at 
focusing on detail

39 39.4 13 40.6 26 38.8
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acknowledged this. Learners with autism typically have a detail- focused cogni-
tive style (Happé and Frith, 2006), but only about 40% of respondents recognised 
this; whilst a third were unaware of the characteristic need for predictability in 
autism, and difficulties regarding transitions and change (Sterling- Turner and 
Jordan, 2007).

Statistically significant differences between mainstream and special school teach-
ers were identified regarding two statements. First that ‘children can grow out 
of autism’, with which 28% of mainstream teachers and 6% of special school 
teachers (x2 (1, n = 99) = 9.3, p = 0.0023) –  this is false, as autism is a lifelong 
condition; and secondly, ‘all or most children with autism are good communica-
tors’, with which almost 19% of mainstream teachers and 6% of special school 
teachers (x2 (1, n = 99) = 3.9, p = 0.0484). Social communication differences are 
characteristic of autism and are included within diagnostic criteria.

Inconsistent attitudes regarding the inclusion of learners with autism

Respondents expressed contradictory attitudes regarding the educational inclu-
sion of children with autism (Table 5). Three- quarters stated that children with 
autism benefit from playing and interacting with their non- disabled peers, and 
almost 87% answered that they can be educated alongside their non- disabled 
peers. However, a similar number (n = 84, 84.8%) also stated children with au-
tism needed to be educated in special schools. This suggests teachers may be 
confused or ambivalent regarding the inclusion of children with autism. Similar 
inconsistencies have been noted in previous studies, both regarding inclusion 

Table 5. Inclusion of learners with autism: Agreement with statements

Statement

All (n = 99)
Mainstream 

(n = 32)
Special 
(n = 67)

N % N % N %

Children with autism benefit from playing with 
their mainstream peers

74 74.7 21 65.6 53 79.1

Children with autism can be educated alongside 
their mainstream peers

86 86.9 31 96.9 55 82.1

Children with autism need to be educated in 
special schools

84 84.8 27 84.4 57 85.1

All children with autism need specialist educa-
tional approaches

83 80.6 23 71.9 60 89.6
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in general (Ross- Hill, R., 2009; Male, 2011) and the inclusion of learners with 
autism in particular (Ravet, 2011). Statistically significant differences between 
mainstream and special system respondents were identified regarding two state-
ments: ‘Children with autism can be educated alongside their mainstream peers’, 
with which 96.9% of mainstream respondents agreed, but only 82.1% of spe-
cial school teachers (x2 (1, n = 99) = 4.2, p = 0.0416); and ‘All children with 
autism need specialist educational approaches’, with which 89.6% of special 
school respondents agreed, compared to 71.9% from mainstream schools (x2 (1, 
n = 99) = 5.0, p = 0.0254).

Evidence- supported approaches in autism: training, 
confidence and use

Over 80% of respondents considered children with autism to require special-
ist approaches. Policy and practice guidance internationally makes increasing 
reference to the use of ‘evidence- based’ or ‘evidence- supported’ strategies in 
services for individuals with autism and their families (Guldberg et al., 2019; 
Fuentes et al., 2020). Reviews (e.g. Charman et al., 2011; Simpson and 
Myles, 2016) have identified several educational approaches and interven-
tions in common international use within classrooms that are supported by 
research evidence and may lead to improved educational outcomes (Sam  
et al., 2021). Approaches identified include behavioural interventions such as 
Applied Behavioural Analysis (ABA) (Cooper et al., 2019); structured teaching 
(Mesibov et al., 2005); story- based cognitive approaches, e.g. Social Stories™ 
(Gray, 1994); augmentative communication approaches (AAC), such as the 
Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) (Frost and Bondy, 2002); 
and interactional and peer- mediated approaches (Greenspan and Lewis, 2005; 
Laghi et al., 2018).

Only a small number of respondents had received training in any of these com-
monly used approaches (Table 6). The training was most frequent in augmen-
tative communication methods, but even here fewer than 40% of respondents 
had received training: 41.7% of teachers from special schools (n = 25) and 25% 
of mainstream teachers (n = 8). Fewer than 30% of special school teachers and 
no more than 12.5% of mainstream teachers had received training in any of the 
other approaches identified. A statistically significant difference between main-
stream and special school teachers was identified only regarding structured teach-
ing, where almost 30% of special school respondents had received training, but 
fewer than 10% from mainstream (x2 (1, n = 99) = 4.5, p = 0.0336). Very few 
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respondents expressed confidence in using these approaches (Table 7). Special 
school teachers were most confident using AAC (n = 11, 16.4%) and structured 
teaching (n = 9, 13.4%). Fewer than 10% of special school teachers were confi-
dent using any other approaches, and no mainstream teachers expressed confi-
dence regarding any approach.

Despite this lack of training and confidence, all approaches were in frequent 
use in both mainstream and special school settings (Table 8): a statistically sig-
nificant difference between mainstream and special school teachers regarding 
use was identified only in the case of structured teaching, employed by 95.5% 
of special school respondents, and 78.1% of mainstream respondents (x2 (1, 
n = 99) = 7.2, p = 0.0072). Over 90% used AAC approaches despite only 11.1% 
being confident using them. A similar number employed structured teaching, 

Table 6. Training in evidence- supported approaches

Statement

All (n = 99)
Mainstream 

(n = 32) Special (n = 67)

N % N % N %

Augmentative communication 36 36.4 8 25 28 41.7

Structured teaching 22 22.2 3 9.4 19 28.4

Social Stories™ 17 17.2 3 9.4 14 20.9

Interactional approaches 7 7.1 3 9.4 4 6.0

Peer- mediated approaches 7 7.1 4 12.5 3 4.5

Applied Behaviour Analysis 6 6.1 2 6.3 4 6.0

Table 7. Confidence using evidence- supported approaches

Statement

All (n = 99)
Mainstream 

(n = 32) Special (n = 67)

N % N % N %

Augmentative communication 11 11.1 0 0 11 16.4

Structured teaching 9 9.1 0 0 9 13.4

Social Stories™ 6 6.1 0 0 6 9.0

Interactional approaches 0 0 0 0 0 0

Peer- mediated approaches 1 1.0 0 0 1 1.5

Applied Behaviour Analysis 2 2.0 0 0 2 3.0
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though only 9.1% felt confident. Approaches were more frequently used in 
special school settings, but all were used in more than 50% of mainstream 
classrooms. The disparity between training, confidence and use was stark. 
Without appropriate training, approaches may be incorrectly applied, resulting 
in ineffective practice and poor outcomes for children (Suhrheinrich, 2011; 
Scott and Condillac, 2018).

Further teacher education needs in autism

Over 90% of respondents expressed a need for further training and support in 
working with learners with autism. However, there were significant differences 
between mainstream and special school teachers regarding content. Whilst al-
most 60% of special school teachers expressed an interest in further theoretical 
training, fewer than a third of mainstream respondents were interested in such 
training (x2 (1, n = 99) = 7.0, p = 0.0080). Concerning practical strategies, 92.5% 
of special school respondents expressed an interest, compared to 71.9% from 
mainstream (x2 (1, n = 99) = 7.6, p = 0.0058); and regarding strategies differenti-
ated to the specific setting, 98.5% of special school respondents expressed an 
interest and 84.4% of mainstream respondents (x2 (1, n = 99) = 7.6, p = 0.0058). 
There was particular interest amongst all respondents in experiential learning 
(n = 98, 99.0%), for targeted practical strategies which were directly relevant 
to respondents’ settings and students (n = 93, 93.9%) for appropriate tools and 
resources (n = 90, 90.9%) and to receive ongoing supervision and mentorship 
(n = 86, 86.9%) (Table 9).

Table 8. Evidence- supported approaches used in the classroom

Statement

All (n = 99)
Mainstream 

(n = 32) Special (n = 67)

N % N % N %

Augmentative communication 90 90.1 28 87.5 62 92.5

Structured teaching 89 89.9 25 78.1 64 95.5

Social Stories™ 82 82.8 24 75.0 58 86.6

Interactional approaches 65 65.7 17 53.1 48 71.6

Peer- mediated approaches 60 60.6 16 50.0 44 65.7

Applied Behaviour Analysis 78 78.8 24 75.0 54 82.1
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Discussion: implications for policy and practice
Identification and promotion of ‘evidence- supported practice‘

The survey identifies that teachers are keen to use ‘good practice’ strategies but 
lack training and confidence; this is particularly true for those working in main-
stream schools. Further development is required, regarding both current teachers 
and future mainstream practitioners to ensure that ‘good autism practice’ is ef-
fectively embedded within strategy and practice. Literature and reviews regarding 
‘evidence- supported practice’ are overwhelmingly written in English, and as such, 
may not be easily accessible to teachers in Croatia. It would be both timely and 
valuable to identify at a national level those approaches considered as ‘evidence- 
supported practice’ (and those of more questionable value). Undertaking such a 
review and making its findings available and accessible –  in Croatian –  to policy-
makers, professionals, parents, the autism community and other key stakeholders 
would provide a strong and transparent foundation to underpin policy, education 
and practice.

Locally appropriate teacher education opportunities in autism

Respondents expressed high interest in CPD regarding autism. Such CPD should 
be provided within a coherent framework of teacher education –  both ITE and 
CPD –  to offer clear, relevant and targeted learning opportunities. Attitudes to-
wards the inclusion of children with disabilities have been shown to be moderated 

Table 9. Further training needs regarding autism

Statement

All (n = 99)
Mainstream 

(n = 32) Special (n = 67)

N % N % N %

Theoretical information 50 50.5 10 31.3 40 59.7

Practical strategies 
(general)

85 85.9 23 71.9 62 92.5

Practical strategies 
(differentiated)

93 93.9 27 84.4 66 98.5

Supervision and mentoring 86 86.9 27 84.4 59 88.1

Experiential training 98 99.0 31 96.9 67 100.0

Tools and resources 90 90.9 27 84.4 63 94.0
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by cultural and demographic factors (Van Steen and Wilson, 2020). It has also 
been identified as counterproductive and demoralising when practitioners are pre-
sented with training based on alien education systems in higher income countries, 
e.g. locally unrealistic access to personnel, training and resources (Samadi and 
McConkey, 2011; Kumm et al., 2022). Therefore it is important that content, 
whilst based on a firm foundation of evidence- supported practice, is appropri-
ately adapted to support the development of practitioners’ confidence and ensure 
relevance to Croatia.

Differing responses from mainstream and special school respondents make clear 
that teacher education regarding autism must be appropriately differentiated to 
ensure relevance. CPD that includes opportunities to practice skills and strategies 
in a safe environment is sought by respondents: such models are identified as 
beneficial in autism and more widely (Guðjónsdóttir and Óskarsdóttir, 2020) and 
should be incorporated in future workshops.

Though respondents (particularly those from mainstream settings) do not ex-
press a strong desire for theoretical training, many held inaccurate understand-
ings of learners with autism and their needs. Orchard and Winch argue that a 
firm grasp of theory is essential because teachers ‘must understand what they 
are doing and why they are doing it and must be able to think intelligently 
about how to do it better’ (2015, p. 3). Unless teachers understand, for exam-
ple, the theory underpinning strategies such as structured teaching and Social 
Stories™, they will be unable to appropriately individualise these tools to 
meet children’s needs or to problem- solve as children’s needs and challenges 
change. Therefore, training in autism must offer not only ‘tips for teachers’ but 
should be based upon, and provide teachers with, a firm foundation of accurate 
up- to- date and relevant theory.

Ongoing support

Opportunities for supervision or mentoring from more expert practitioners can 
provide ongoing support to teachers and enhance teachers’ practice. It would be 
appropriate to explore this further. A low- cost, effective and supportive action 
identified by evidence from other areas would be the establishment of ‘communi-
ties of practice’ (Mak and Pun, 2015), linking practitioners working in autism, 
both locally and across the country. Such communities of practice serve to re-
duce perceptions of isolation, help sustain learning and ensure continued use of 
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good practice, as does tangible support from within schools (Nikčević- Milković 
et al., 2019).

Conclusion

Legislation regarding education in Croatia, based on the principles of inclusion 
and individualisation, has firmly established the principle of the educational in-
clusion of all pupils, including those with autism, and of meeting the needs of 
all learners in an appropriate and individualised way. However, research from 
elsewhere in Europe has shown that translating such policy into practice requires 
not only systemic change (Smyth et al., 2014) but also the understanding and 
acceptance of professionals (Alekhina, 2016). Whilst further research is required 
regarding the needs of specialist teachers working both with younger and older 
students –  as well as regarding the general population of teachers –  this study has 
shown Croatian teachers’ knowledge to be inconsistent and often inaccurate, with 
ambivalent attitudes held towards the inclusion of learners with autism and low 
confidence regarding practice. A programme of effective ongoing teacher educa-
tion framed within a strategy of clear policy guidance and support is necessary to 
turn the rhetoric of inclusion into reality.
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