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Abstract
Having collected and analysed the data regarding the perspectives of people with autism spectrum disorders (ASDs) about 

autism, I continued my research focusing on their perception of the education system, as well as conducting netnographic interviews. 

Keywords: Autism spectrum disorders (ASDs); education; nethnographic research

Introduction
In this study, a rather rare practice was applied, that is, employ-

ing netnographic research to obtain information directly from peo-
ple with ASDs. Such information may primarily be found in auto-
biographical works (e.g. Willey, 2015) or self-help books based on 
authors’ own experience (e.g. Grandin, 2006). Netnographic studies 
have been conducted, also with the use of meta-ethnography, which 
point to autism-related interdependencies in terms of family, cul-
tural, and structural barriers (Singh & Bunyak, 2018). In 2019, I at-
tempted to conduct a netnographic study [1], subsequently collect-
ing statements from 146 people with ASDs regarding autism and 
their perception of the world. As a pedagogue, I am interested in the 
efficiency and organisation of the education system for people with 
ASDs, primarily the practical possibilities of optimising the support 
provided by institutions. The approach adopted in the literature 
thus far is of a reporting nature, with the discussion based on the 
experience and understanding shared by neurotypical (NT) people, 
which in my opinion is too one-sided and subjective an attitude to 
studies on people with ASDs. 

Methods
Netnographic interviews [2] were conducted with people di-

agnosed with autism (autism, Asperger’s syndrome, ASDs). The  
respondents were reached through online fora, where research 
workers are admitted only as guests, upon the consent of all users. 
A total of 44 respondents (28 females, 14 males, no data provided  

 
for two respondents) aged 16 to 46 (x̅ = 32.74) with a clinical diag-
nosis took part in this pilot study conducted January and May 2020.

Results
Description of the study group

The analysis of the respondents’ age with respect to the date of 
the reform of the Polish education system (introduction of main-
stream integrated education in September 1999) showed that most 
respondents (32 people – 72.72%) were taught in the pre-reform, 
mostly segregated, education system. The analysis of the ratio of 
the respondents’ age to their evaluation of methods used in educa-
tion and therapy reveals a shift from directive education towards 
non-directive and mixed education. This may have resulted from 
changes in political and economic conditions, as well as the educa-
tional models adopted in Poland and the world [3].

Analysis of the responses
To answer the first question (If I were a teacher of a child with 

autism, I would always try to...), the respondents had to put them-
selves in the role of a teacher of a child with ASDs and use the mech-
anism of projection (Figure 1). As already mentioned, the respond-
ents considered the questions from two perspectives: as students 
or graduates. This is an important distinction because people who 
finished school present their opinions with greater reflection and 
more distance, as evidenced by the interviews, both in terms of the 
length and content of the respondents’ statements Figure 1. People 
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with ASDs: If I were a teacher of a child with autism, I would always 
try to… [N=44]. Examples of the respondents’ statements (original 
content and form preserved, emphasis by JJB): [I would always try 
to] “have patience :)”; “pay attention to the needs and emotions of 
the child, educate classmates about autism and other disabilities, 
help with learning difficulties, and give extra explanations when 
necessary”; “Find out about the previous night and day to establish 
if there might be a problem with something today. Find out about 

special interests to use them in learning. Find out about sensory 
needs to highlight some of them and minimise others”; “Follow the 
needs of the student, help to develop passions, adapt the form of 
presenting the material to the student’s cognitive abilities”; “Make 
sure I feel safe (as part of well-being) and don’t have to pretend to 
behave in a certain way or inhibit my natural behaviours that give 
me comfort, such as moving, sitting cross-legged rather than in the 
‘correct’ position.”

Figure 1. People with ASDs: If I were a teacher of a child with autism, I would always try to… [N=44].

The second question (If I were a teacher of a child with autism, 
I would never use…), aimed to establish negative experiences and 
problems faced by people with ASDs (Figure 2). Using the projec-
tion mechanism, it sought insight into understanding negative ex-
periences as well as proposals regarding how to prevent them. In-
stead of listing the problems that they identified with the education 
system, the respondents were asked to put themselves in the role of 
the teacher and say what behaviour they would try to avoid in this 

role Figure 2. People with ASDs: If I were a teacher of a child with 
autism, I would never use…[N=44]. The overall score on a 10-point 
scale was rather low (on average 3.98/10 points), with more re-
sponses falling within the low range. The distribution of the results 
was as follows: high (8–10) – 1 p., i.e. 2.3%; medium (4–7) – 10 p., 
i.e. 22.7%; and low (1–3) – 33 p., i.e. 74.9%, which reveals a critical 
attitude of people with ASDs to the Polish education system.

Figure 2. People with ASDs: If I were a teacher of a child with autism, I would never use…[N=44].
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Discussion
The most widespread education system in Poland is based on 

the directive (behavioural) approach, although non-directive and 
mixed systems are also used. Schooling programmes are typical-
ly based on a system of punishments and rewards, as well as be-
haviour modification strategies. In education (broadly understood 
as teaching, upbringing, care, and therapy), preference is given to 
activities that promote empathy, understanding, building positive 
relationships, personal safety, individual predispositions (e.g. emo-
tional), and family support. Such education seeks to create a place 
for students with ASDs rather than “force” them into a specific sys-
tem. This requires a personalistic approach that respects students’ 
individuality while educating them towards self-determination and 
self-development within society rather than in the periphery.

In terms of eliminating negative influences, in many cases rem-
nants of previous systems, it is necessary to avoid all forms of vio-
lence and punishment, singling out and ignoring, enforcing interper-
sonal relationships, social stigmatisation, lowering requirements 
for students with ASDs, or any type of coercion. The respondents 
offered much advice and submitted some surprising statements. 
The actual picture of the education system that emerged from their 
responses revealed, unfortunately, many shortcomings when it 
comes to securing the basic rights of students, including those with 
ASDs. Despite multiple declarations, legal regulations, and training 
programmes for the teaching staff, there is still a lot to be done in 
this area. As a school and academic teacher, I regret to conclude that 
the education system in Poland is rated very low by people with 
ASDs as a result of their negative experiences (past and present) 
from school. This study shows that the behaviour modification sys-
tem based on punishments and rewards, recognised as the most 
effective form of impact, is the most common. One of the respond-

ents said: Most schools use a system of points where the student is 
initially given a certain number of points which are then subtracted 
for various “offences”. I believe that in this way we raise genera-
tions devoid of the ability to act in response to internal motivation. 
Everything is scored, thus based on external motivation. People on 
the spectrum lose a lot in such a score-based educational environ-
ment because their behaviour is often perceived as “inappropriate”, 
misunderstood, and punished with negative points. Consequently, 
students with ASDs often end up with so many negative points due 
to their behaviour that they lose faith and motivation to change.

The conclusions drawn from this pilot study, despite its neces-
sarily fragmentary character, prompt further analyses of the state 
of the education system dedicated to people with ASDs in Poland, 
in many cases still segregated (e.g. centres only for students with 
ASDs) and traditional (e.g. classes for students with ASDs in special 
schools). Moreover, they reveal a high level of competence and re-
flectivity of the respondents, hence, I decided to explore the areas 
revealed more deeply through interviews conducted in parallel. De-
spite numerous difficulties arising from their individual education-
al needs, many people with ASDs adapted to the system require-
ments and completed their education, even at a higher level and 
with a preference for the humanities.
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