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Appendix A 

 
Email Letter for Participants Sent the First Week of the Course 

 
 
Dear Student, 
 
 I am inviting you to participate in a study designed to investigate how discussion 
and self-reflection and learning influence special educators in an online course.  The 
study is part of my dissertation research at the University of San Francisco. Your answers 
are extremely important!   
 I am requesting you complete the a series questions about your experiences as a 
special educator, experiences working with students with Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD), as well as your educational and professional background information. A link to 
Survey Monkey, an online survey company is listed below. The three-part survey, one is 
on teacher beliefs, one is about teacher work and the other demographic information 
about you and your background will only take you about 30 minutes of your time. 
Returning the surveys serve as permission to use the data in the research. You can rest 
assured that your privacy and confidentiality will be fully respected. This is strictly a 
voluntary decision on your part to be part of my dissertation research.  You will be 
receiving another email at the 15th week of the semester, again containing a link to 
Survey Monkey to complete a 2nd series of questions.   
 All your responses will be collected, and data will be complied with your unique 
code by a TA. The course instructor does NOT have access to any of the information 
from these surveys.  Your decision to participate in this study will have no impact on 
your course grade.  Should you choose not to participate in the research, you will not be 
penalized in any way in terms of course grading. You can also choose to withdraw 
permission to use your data at any time during the semester. The responses will be kept 
confidential.   
 If interested in obtaining a copy of my study or ask any questions, please contact 
send an email to the course TA. 
 
Thank you very much for your time and consideration! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Monica Boomgard, M.A., NBCT 
University of San Francisco 
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Email Letter for Participants Sent the 15th Week of the Course 

 
 
Dear Student, 
 
 I am again inviting you to participate in a study designed to investigate special 
educators’ beliefs and work.  Below is a link to a second set of surveys via 
SurveyMonkey.com. Approximately 30 minutes of your time is needed to complete the 
two survey measures. Upon completion of the two surveys, there will be a question 
regarding your willingness to participate in an hour-long focus group online at a time to 
be arranged during the final week of the semester.  Again, your answers are extremely 
important and your willingness to participate is greatly appreciated!   
  
 You created a unique code for the first set of surveys and you are asked to use the 
same code for this second set of surveys. You can rest assured that your privacy and 
confidentiality will be fully respected. The responses will be kept confidential.  
 
 If you decide not to participate in the study, even if you completed the first set of 
survey, feel free to ignore this email and your data will not be used.  If you have any 
questions as we approach the end of the semester, please feel free to contact the course 
TA who is in touch with me.   I would be very happy to share my results with you if you 
are interested. To obtain a copy of my study results, please feel free to send an email to 
the course TA. 
 
Thank you very much for your time and consideration! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Monica Boomgard, M.A., NBCT 
University of San Francisco 
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STUDENT CONSENT FOR RESEARCH PARTICIPATION 

 
Purpose and Background 
Monica Boomgard is conducting a confidential and anonymous study of how 
discussion and self-reflection furthers learning for special educators in an online 
course.  This study is toward completion of my doctoral studies in the School of 
Education at the University of San Francisco. Your involvement will help inform 
teacher educators about discussion and self-reflection in an online course. 
 
Procedures 
By agreeing to participate in this study, you are asked to allow me to receive a 
transcript of the 5 course discussions with names blacked out and replaced by 
pseudo names by the course TA. If you do not agree to allow me to have access 
to your discussion, then the TA will black out your postings.  You need to reply 
that you agree to allow me access or not agree to allow me access to your 
discussion postings to the TA by (date one week after the email is sent).  If you 
do not reply, another email will be sent to you in a week. 
 
Risks and/or Discomforts 
Participation in this research will not result in a loss of your confidentiality, and 
every attempt will be made to keep your individual responses confidential.  The 
course instructor or I will not know your identity.  You agreement to participate or 
not participate will have no effect on the grade in this course.   
 
Benefits 
There is no direct benefit to you for participating in this study.  The anticipated 
benefit of this study is to understand the links between the discussion and self-
reflection in an online course for those individuals working with ASD students.   
 
Costs 
There will be no cost to you for participating in this study.    
 
Payment/Reimbursement 
No monetary reimbursement will be given to you for participating in the study. 
 
Questions 
If you have questions or comments about the study, first contact the researcher, 
Monica Boomgard by calling or emailing mboomgard@usfca.edu. If for some 
reason you do not wish to do so, you may contact the IRBPHS, which is 
concerned with the protection of volunteers in research studies.  You may reach 
the IRBPHS office by calling (415) 422-6091 or by writing to the IRBPHS, School 
of Education Building, University of San Francisco, 2130 Fulton Street, San 
Francisco, CA 94117-1080.   
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Consent 
Participation in this research is voluntary.  If you agree to participate, please reply 
to this email that you agree to have a transcript of the discussions released to me 
with names blacked out.  If you do not agree, please reply to this email that you 
do not agree to have a transcript of the discussions released to me and your 
postings will be blacked out.   
 
Thank you, 
Monica Boomgard 
Doctoral Student, University of San Francisco 
mboomgard@usfca.edu 
(___) __________ 
________________________________________________________________ 

 
STUDENT CONSENT FOR RESEARCH PARTICIPATION 

CONSENT FORM 
 
____   I agree to participate in this study.   
 
____ I have read and understand the attached Research Subjects Bill of Rights 
 
_____ I do not agree to participate in this study. 
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Appendix B 
Student Demographic Information Form 

ID code: __ __ __ __ __ __    
(Create a unique 6-digit code: e.g. 3 letters of mother’s  

maiden name and 4 numbers of Student ID#) 
*Make sure to make a notation of it somewhere to use again) 

 
Please read each section carefully and provide the requested information.  Please check 
off the information that applies.  In all other situations, provide the information requested. 
 
Gender: ___ Female  ___ Male 
 
Current Teaching Assignment (please check):  
___ Special education teacher - resource room/learning center  
___ Special education teacher – special day class 
___ Special education teacher - inclusion  
___ General education teacher 
___ Pre-service teacher candidate 
___ Paraprofessional (teacher’s aide) 
___ Other (please be specific): ________________________________ 
 
Grade span currently teaching (please check):  Age (please check): 
__ Pre-kindergarten      __ 21 -30 
__ Kindergarten      __ 31-40 
__ Elementary (K-5)      __ 31- 50 
__ Middle school  (6 – 8)     __ 51- 60 
__ High school  (9 – 12)     __ 61 + 
 
Please read and check the appropriate category for current position 
Special Education Teacher: 
___ Preliminary credentialed special education teacher 
  (Professional clear credential in process)    
___ Fully credentialed special education teacher  
 (holds professional clear or equivalent  credential) 
 
Previous position (if, any):  
_________________________________________________________ 
 
Area(s) of certification: 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

190 

 
Highest Degree(s) held:    __ B.A.     ___ M.A.    ___ higher degree (i.e. Ed.D) 
 
Years of Experience 
Please read carefully (check one) 
# of years in current position   __1 - 3 
      __4 - 6 
      __7 - 10 
      __11 – 20 
      __21 + 
 
Please read carefully (check one) 
# of years in special education  __1 - 3 
      __4 - 6 
      __7 - 10 
      __11 – 20 
      __21 + 
 
 
Please read carefully (check one) 
# of years experience students 
 with autism in the classroom  __1 - 3 
      __4 - 6 
      __7 - 10 
      __11 – 20 
      __21 + 
 
# of students with autism in your 
 CURRENT classroom   ___ 
 
___ Check if you have had no experience with students with autism in the classroom.  
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Appendix C 
 

Schedule of Facilitated Discussions and Self-Reflection Assignments 
 
Discussion and Self-Reflection Questions Assignments and Instructions 
 
 This section is serves an introduction to and review of the discussion and 
reflection questions assigned during the course of the 16-week semester.  The 
assignments were placed on the university education management system, 
Moodle.CSUN.com and accessed by the students, instructor and discussion facilitator via 
password and username.  
 
Directions posted online were as follows: 
 
 Approximately every 3 weeks, we will be conducting a group discussion with an 
individual reflection posted for the group.  Reflection is a very important component of 
learning, it provides a way of making the material real, and with discussion with peers 
provides a richer experience online.  One of the purposes of these assignments is to learn 
how to reflect within the context of online discussions and assignments. 
 
Week# Assignment 

Posted with 
Discussion 
Topic and 
Questions 
Posed 

Initial Posting Due Date Second Posting Due Date 
(comment on a minimum of 
one other student’s post) 

Week 3 Sunday Wednesday Saturday 
Week 6 Sunday Wednesday Saturday 
Week 9 Sunday Wednesday Saturday 
Week 12 Sunday Wednesday Saturday 
Week 15 Sunday Wednesday Saturday 
 
 Five times during the semester during Weeks 3, 6, 9, 12 and 15, you will be asked 
to engage in a series of facilitated discussion and reflection assignments. The main 
purpose of these discussions with others in the class as well as a brief self-reflection is to 
encourage students to think beyond the surface meanings of the learning materials they 
are using and make connections to their current or future practice in the classroom. 
Towards this end, the discussions and self-reflection assignments are formatted to allow 
students to share what they feel are the most salient parts of the readings and 
assignments, and post thoughtful questions and comments. Specific instructions for each 
of the five facilitated discussion and self-reflection sessions are to be given at the course 
website. Each discussion will revolve around a specific topic or assignment that spans 
three weeks of course material.  
 
 Being a good participant involves three skills: reading and reflecting deeply about 
the learning materials, posting thoughtful comments and questions, and taking the time to 
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carefully read the e-discussion as it unfolds prior to the due date. The spirit of this type of 
assignment is to have a rich e-discussion with the members of the class. Then, based on 
your own experiences in the classroom, the knowledge from the readings and 
assignments as well as the content of the facilitated discussion, you will have a richer and 
more meaningful reflection.  
 
 Generally, the format of the five discussions will follow a similar format: You 
have two distinct deadlines:  the first deadline, please post a comment that is at least 200 
words long.  Please address what you see as the most outstanding issues that emerged 
from your readings, other relevant learning materials for a specific session, and how they 
may have impact for your professional practice.  For the second deadline, please post at 
least one reply to another student’s previously posted comment or question about the 
subject of the discussion.   
 
 Each discussion in the course is worth 3 points.  Points are assigned based solely 
on meeting the deadlines stated above (i.e., points are not based on the “sophistication” or 
“correctness” of your comments). It is critical that for you to reply and participate in a 
discussion, and to adhere to the deadlines so a full range of initial comments or questions 
can been seen and responded to over time. PLEASE adhere to the given deadline! 
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Appendix D 

 
Alignment of Course Topics and Facilitated Discussions  

and Self-Reflection Assignments 
 

 
 
 
Course Topic 

Student with ASD 
Learning 
Need/Challenge 

 
 
Discussions 

 
Self-Reflection 
Assignment 

Overview of 
Autism Spectrum 
Disorder 
 
 
 
 

Sensory Processing Explain how the 
introduction on Autism 
Spectrum Disorder has 
changed (or not 
changed) your 
perceptions of your 
current and future 
teaching practice.  Link 
your ideas explicitly to 
your classroom and your 
current (or future) 
experiences with student 
with autism. 

What are your 
perceptions of your 
preparedness as a special 
education teacher to 
work with students with 
autism in your classroom 
now or in the future?  Be 
specific in your 
examples and 
explanations.  What do 
you perceive as the 
challenges and barriers 
to your success as an 
educator with students 
with autism and why? 

Brain Behavior 
Connections in 
Autism 

Social Skills 
Training 
 
 
 
 

Social Skills 
Interaction 

Explain three important 
concepts, ideas, or 
strategies from the 
readings that will help 
you set up effective 
practices to teach 
students with autism to 
interact socially or 
overcome common 
social skill difficulties.  
Link your ideas with 
your current (or future) 
experience with students 
with autism, if 
applicable.  
 

What are your 
perceptions of your 
preparedness as a special 
education teacher to 
implement social skills 
training for students with 
autism in your classroom 
after learning about the 
link between brain 
behavior and social 
skills? Be specific in 
your examples.  
What do you perceive as 
the barriers and 
challenges in 
implementation of social 
skills training for 
students with autism in 
your classroom (or 
future classrooms if you 
do not currently have 
students with autism) 
and why? 
What additional support 
in the areas of social 

The Essence of 
Social Interaction 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Common Social 
Skill Difficulties 
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skills training do you 
believe that you need to 
implement these 
teaching practices in 
your classroom (if you 
do not have students 
with autism in your 
classroom now, consider 
future classrooms)? 

Structured 
Teaching 

Structure 
Sensory Processing 
Behavior 
Manifestations 

Explain three important 
concepts, ideas, or 
strategies from the 
readings that will help 
you set up effective 
practices to teach 
students with autism 
within learning 
environments that 
promote structure with 
positive behavior 
support.  Link your ideas 
with your current (or 
future) experience with 
students with autism, if 
applicable.  
 

What are your 
perceptions of your 
preparedness as a special 
education teacher to 
implement behavioral 
intervention strategies 
for students with autism 
in your classroom after 
learning about ways to 
create a structured 
environment with 
positive behavioral 
support? Be specific in 
your examples.  
What do you perceive as 
the barriers and 
challenges in structure 
and positive behavioral 
support for students with 
autism in your classroom 
and why? 
What additional support 
in the areas of creating 
structured teaching 
environments wit 
positive behavior 
supports do you believe 
that you need to 
implement these 
teaching practices in 
your classroom?  If you 
do not currently work 
with students with 
autism, how might you 
implement these 
practices in the future 
with these students? 

Sensory 
Processing 
Strategies that 
Promote and 
Enhance 
Performance / 
Positive Behavior 
Support 

Fostering Peer 
Play 
 
 
 

Peer Interaction and 
Social Thinking 

Explain three specific 
interventions from the 
readings that will help 
you set up effective 
practices to foster peer 

What are your 
perceptions of your 
preparedness as a special 
education teacher to 
implement intervention 
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Social Thinking play and social thinking 
for your students with 
autism.  Why are these 
important for your 
practice (now or in the 
future)? How will you 
work collaboratively 
with your team at school 
to insure successful 
implementation? Link 
your ideas with your 
current experience with 
students with autism if 
applicable. If you do not 
work with students with 
autism now, how might 
you make this work in 
future classrooms with 
these students? 
 

strategies for students 
with autism in your 
classroom after learning 
about ways to foster peer 
play and social thinking? 
Be specific in your 
examples.  
What do you perceive as 
the barriers and 
challenges in 
implementation of peer 
play and social thinking 
for students with autism 
in your classroom and 
why? 
What additional support 
in the areas of peer play 
and social thinking do 
you believe that you 
need to implement these 
teaching practices in 
your classroom?  If you 
do not currently work 
with students with 
autism, how might you 
implement these 
practices in the future 
with these students? 

Supporting the 
Transition Years 

Overall Academic 
and Social Success 

Working with students 
with autism creates 
opportunities for special 
education teachers to 
learn new skills to 
support these students to 
be academically and 
socially successful.  Pick 
two specific concepts, 
ideas, or strategies that 
have been particularly 
helpful or noteworthy for 
your professional 
practice as a teacher.  Be 
detailed in your 
response as to why these 
are the specific concepts, 
ideas, or strategies.  How 
well does the contents of 
the class help you to 
implement strategies in 
the classroom, if you 
currently have students 

What are your 
perceptions of your 
preparedness as a special 
education teacher to 
implement the 
intervention strategies 
presented and discussed 
in this course for 
students with autism in 
your classroom, or in 
future classrooms? Be 
specific in your 
examples.  
What do you perceive as 
the barriers and 
challenges in 
implementation and 
why? 
What additional support 
do you believe that you 
need to implement these 
teaching practices in 
your classroom? What 

Educational 
Experiences 
Across the 
Lifespan 
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with autism?  If you do 
not, how might you 
implement these in the 
future?  
 

areas do you perceive 
you will need additional 
training or support in 
your classroom? If you 
do not currently work 
with students with 
autism, what might you 
need in the future if you 
did have these students 
in your classroom? 
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Appendix E 
 

Focus Group Question Guide 
 

The following question guide was used in an asynchronous online focus group made up 
of volunteers from the course.  The focus group took place during the 16th week of the 
course. 
 
The following statements and questions were typed into an online discussion forum in 
Moodle, an online course management system.  Italics indicate researcher’s voice and 
typing online. 
 
The following are the questions and commentary typed into Moodle for the focus group.  
 
Briefing: (Chat option turned on in Moodle) Thank you for your willingness to be part of 
a focus group for my dissertation. I will be recording our focus group discussion typed 
responses. Are you still in agreement with this?  
 
I want to reiterate that I am conducting this interview as a doctoral student. Agreeing to 
participate in this study in no way affects your grade in any class you are now enrolled 
in, or may be enrolled in at a future time. 
 
Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 

1. What did you learn from the process of discussing and interacting with your peers 

and facilitator in the online professional development course? 

2. How has the process of discussing and interacting with your peers and facilitator 

changed your perception of your ability as a special educator to work with these 

students in your current or future classrooms? 

3. What aspects of your learning experience online have helped lessen any concerns 

you have had as you learned about these students with autism? 

4. What aspects of your learning experience online have increased any concerns you 

have had as you learned about these students with autism? 

5. I am going to list some areas that researchers have found to be areas of challenge 

for teachers’ confidence in their ability: instructional strategies, classroom 

management strategies, ability to engage students in learning, emotional 

exhaustion, sense of personal accomplishment, depersonalization – not feeling 
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connected with your students.  Does any one or two of these in particular stand 

out as more important than the other? 

6. Can you list one or two areas where you perceive that the course and its contents have 

positively affected your sense of confidence? 

7. What changes are you aware of in preparedness to teach students with ASD as you 

participated in the facilitated discussion and self-reflection assignments from the 

beginning to the end of the course? 

8. As a result of participating in the courses’ discussions and self-reflection 

assignments do you believe that you are more or less concerned with your 

confidence to teach children with ASD?  Please articulate the factors that may or 

may not have influenced your feelings? 

 
Is there anything else you would like to bring up before we end the interview? 
 
Debriefing: I have no further questions. I am going to stop the focus group at this point.  
I will not be recording the group online from this point forward. (turned off record 
function of Chat on Moodle). Do you have any questions for me? 
 


