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ABA Competencies Project         

                    Information Sheet for Parents
Project Overview
Ambitious about Autism, the national charity for children and young people with autism (formerly TreeHouse), working with key stakeholders, launched the ABA Competencies Project in 2009. Its aim is to develop a shared competence framework for practitioners in the UK working with children with autism using the principles of Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA).

There has been considerable recent growth in ABA-based education for both pre-school and school aged children with autism in the UK. This interest in using ABA methods to teach relevant skills to children with autism is based on strong research evidence to support the effectiveness of the methods. Given this growth and evidence base, there is a need to professionalise and ensure UK-wide competencies for practitioners using ABA methods with children with autism. Establishing an infrastructure in terms of qualifications and professional development for ABA practitioners will also go some way to addressing the considerable misunderstanding about ABA that exists in the wider educational community. 

The project is an initiative between Ambitious about Autism and the School of Psychology, Bangor University and is hosted and managed by Ambitious about Autism.  Professor Richard Hastings, Virginia Bovell, and Andy Lusk, Director Autism Services, TreeHouse are on the project’s Management Group.  An Advisory Group of stakeholders, including parents and practitioners, from a range of settings, including Peach, UK YAP and all members of the ABA schools’ forum, provides a steer to the project. There is a wider Stakeholder Group which serves as a communication channel with the ABA community and from which individual contributors have been drawn. 

Project Objectives
· To establish a shared competencies framework for practitioners in the UK working with children with autism using the principles of ABA.
· To set up a system of providing the appropriate training, supervision and assessment for delivering qualifications against the competencies framework.
· To set up accreditation of the in-house training that is offered by current service providers (home programmes and schools). 
· To establish a range of accredited UK ABA qualifications.
· To ensure the validity of UK ABA qualifications in relation to existing international qualifications and guidelines.
· The dissemination and implementation of on-going work throughout the community of ABA practitioners in the field of autism education in the UK.
Project Outcomes

· More children and young people with autism will benefit from high-quality, evidence-based education delivered by competent professionals.
· Practitioners will benefit from professional development and occupational standards.
· Parents and Children’s Services Departments will be able to employ practitioners with a greater degree of certainty about competence and quality.
· Education providers and the academic community will have a greater understanding of the nature and use of ABA in educational practice for children with autism. 
Project Update

Phase 1: Defining the Scope and Structure

The first critical piece of work towards achieving the Project Objectives was to agree the scope and structure of the proposed framework.  To help inform that decision, a number of competence frameworks/guidelines, as agreed by the Advisory and Stakeholder Groups, were analysed.  These were chosen to ensure that a number of alternative models were reviewed and also take into consideration, developments within education and health.  Desk research included additional competence frameworks that are autism specific and also those from Education and Health.  

Figure 1 shows the agreed structure of the proposed framework.  The model makes the following assumptions: 

· The framework is in two parts: The first is a “core” framework which covers the profession of ABA from ABA tutor level through to Senior Behaviour Analyst working within an education setting. The second is a set of “universal” competencies that would be expected of anyone working in an ABA education setting irrespective of role/level. 
Core

· At each level competencies are defined in terms of knowledge and demonstrable behaviours.

· It is modular – and can therefore map onto the Qualification and Credit Framework. 

· Key modules can be offered as “stand-alone” units (e.g.,Autism) and therefore available to other professions.

· Within each level you can progress in terms of both experience and knowledge: access to the next level will be by entry criteria that can be met within the previous level (i.e., external qualification is not necessary).

· The relative emphasis of Autism (ASD), ABA, Education
 and Professionalism will vary by level but each level will include these content areas 
· Each of the content areas will be generic.
· There is no implication that those with ABA qualifications need, in addition, to have formal qualification in ASD and education – rather that anyone working with this population or in these settings should seek to attain knowledge and experience of ASD and educational practice. 
Universal

· These competencies are for all non-ABA staff who nonetheless need to know enough about ABA to be able to support its practice within their workplace.

· By having these competencies in place it is hoped that an appropriate environment will be created to facilitate the implementation of the framework. 

· Although courses may be developed in order to deliver these competencies, these will not be part of the qualifications that will be developed in part 1. 


[image: image2.emf]ABA supervisor

(Board Certified Assistant 

Behaviour Analyst)

ABA Consultant 

(Board Certified Behaviour Analyst)

Senior Behaviour Analyst

(Board Certified Behaviour Analyst -

Doctorate)

ABA Tutor/therapist

(Qualification to be developed) 

Increasing 

level of 

Qualification

ASD

E

d

u

c

a

t

i

o

n

Glossary/references

Professionalism

ABA


Figure 1:
The core professional framework for practitioners working with children with autism using ABA

Phase 2: Development of Competencies at Tutor/therapist level

The second phase of the project was the development of the detailed framework at ABA tutor/therapist level. Writing Groups were set up to develop the detail for each of the four subject areas drawing up the relative experience and skills of stakeholders in each area. Contributors to the education section for example have included Teachers, Speech and Language Therapists, Occupational Therapists and Special Education Needs Co-ordinators. The ABA section has included contributions from across the ABA community including those working in settings other than education. The autism group draws upon individuals who have or live with those with autism as well as professionals from the field of autism. The professionalism section draws upon the expertise of all contributors. 

Writing groups were small and a mixture of face to face groups and e-mail groups to ensure that all who would like to participate are able to do so. Writing was combined with peer review so that it was an iterative process: one group reviewed the work of another before writing the next section and vice versa. 

Phase 3: Evaluation of Competencies at Tutor/therapist level
The draft framework (tutor/therapist level) is now ready to be evaluated. Stakeholders are being asked to participate in an evaluation process that includes specific tasks:

· To go through the competencies with experienced tutors/therapists of varying experience to see if their current knowledge and skills level map onto the competencies defined in the framework. Participants will be provided with an evaluation form and coding system to help assess each competence. The aim of this will be to identify in as objective a way as possible those competencies which an experienced tutor are likely to have; those that are not expected at tutor level and those which are expected but are not expressed sufficiently clearly or are difficult to measure.  

· To evaluate the framework against current training materials. An evaluation form and coding system is again provided, the aim of which is to identify those competencies currently covered by training materials or are likely to be covered longer term, those felt not to be a requirement at tutor level and those which would be included but are not expressed sufficiently clearly or are difficult to measure.  

Participating organisations include Bangor University, the Hesley Group, Jigsaw, Peach, Quest, Rainbow, TreeHouse School, TreeTops and UK YAP. The aim is that each goes through the framework with at least 3 and up to 6 tutors of varying levels of experience. This objective feedback will be collated. In addition participants will be interviewed at the end of the six weeks to discuss common areas of concern as well as providing broader feedback such as how “user-friendly/accessible” the framework is, how clear/sufficient  the examples are and how easy the language is to understand. The draft framework will be revised in light of this evaluation.

Any parents who wish to take part in this exercise are most welcome to do so and should contact Louise Denne at Ambitious about Autism (contact details given below). This is not a test of existing tutors or providers – the aim of the exercise is to ensure that the framework that is eventually disseminated is fit for purpose and has the potential to achieve the project objectives and outcomes.
It is anticipated that this work will be complete, and that the framework at tutor/therapist level will be available for, and owned by, all members of the ABA community, by April 2011. 
Developing a qualification at ABA Tutor/therapist level

Whilst it is beyond the scope of the ABA Competencies Project to deliver a set of qualifications, it is anticipated that outlining the infrastructure for the delivery of qualifications will be one of the project outcomes. Any qualification that is developed will have to map onto the UK Qualifications and Credit Framework which has replaced the old National Qualifications Framework.  This new framework aims to simplify qualifications and to replace the current National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs). The anticipated qualification at Tutor/therapist level is the equivalent of NVQ level 3, and will be an ABA qualification. Although the framework includes setting and population competencies (Education and ASD) there is no suggestion that all ABA providers need to have formal qualifications in these areas. Modules will be developed that can be included as part of a qualification and will be available to those practitioners who may have ABA qualifications but may not have experience of working in education in the UK with children with autism. 
Obtaining this qualification should allow those tutors who currently do not have a degree but are competent and have a wealth of experience to access current BCaBA and BCBA courses. Equally it should give a recognised qualification to those who have no wish to progress to supervisor or consultant level but would like to have their skills and experience acknowledged in some way. 
It should be noted that the aim will be to work with existing provider organisations and seek to get in-house training accredited rather than developing a set of external or new courses.
Next steps
The ABA Competencies project was born out of a series of stakeholder conferences, originally set up to discuss accreditation and a career path for autism ABA practitioners, but which also included discussions about the recognition of ABA as a profession. The development of the framework 
paves the way for the next stages towards professional recognition of ABA. The collaborative working model that has been established for this project will be extended to these next stages. Projects include the establishment of a professional body of Behaviour Analysts; the development of further competencies that are presentation/setting/population specific (e.g., Challenging Behaviour and working with adults with Learning Disabilities) and a piece of work that focuses on the translation of this evidence-based competence framework into best practice within educational contexts. 
Louise Denne

ABA Competencies Project Manager

ldenne@ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk
� Education will need to reflect a 4-nation policy. The draft framework will initially develop Education from an English perspective; versions for Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales will then need to be produced. 
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