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Today’s 
talk

Introduce myself and my work 
with the Autism Community 
Research Network 
@Southampton [ACoRNS]

Highlight core principles and 
practices that underpin our 
‘close to practice’ work

Share some examples to 
illustrate benefits and challenges



Thomas, G. (2012). Changing our landscape of inquiry for a new science of education, Harvard 
Educational Review, 82(1), 26-51. 

“Education is…about 
practice - and the science 
must develop its roots at 
this practical level…our 
landscape of inquiry 
exists not at the level of 
those big “what works” 
questions but at the level 
of personalized questions 
posed locally” 
(Thomas, 2012; pp.41+ 46)



Published in 2013: 
https://journals.sagepub.com/toc/auta/17/3

https://journals.sagepub.com/toc/auta/17/3


BERA-RSA (2014) Inquiry 
into the role of research 
in teacher education 

‘…teacher researchers and the wider 
research community [need to] work in 
partnership, rather than in separate and 
sometimes competing universes…[and 
that]…wherever possible teachers are 
active agents in research, rather than 
passive participants.’  

https://www.bera.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2013/12/BERA-RSA-Research-
Teaching-Profession-FULL-REPORT-for-web.pdf 
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ACoRNS addresses challenges for autism 
research

• Educational (and many other) outcomes and experiences of autistic 
children are often poor

• A very medical model of autism (focusing on ‘fixing the deficits’) and of 
evidence-based practice where knowledge based on experimental 
designs is prioritised 

• Children’s voices, and practitioner expertise, often left out of research 
and practice

• Significant research-practice gap in the autism field persists

• An assumption that knowledge transfer or exchange is the answer

• Research questions derived from practice are often not prioritised



Autistic 
children 
& young 
people

Schools & 
other services 

or 
organisations

Families

Community

Researchers

Research-practice 
partnership to 
improve the lives and 
experiences of 
autistic children and 
young people

Transitions and 
trajectories in 
education & other 
services

Established in 2016



Key people

Co-Director: Hanna Kovshoff   
Professor of Neurodiversity 
(School of Psychology)

Key stakeholders and Steering Group: professionals 
and students from a range of sectors and 
backgrounds



Core principles: Values-led ACoRNS research

Addressing 
marginalisation and 
underrepresentation  

(social justice and 
inclusion)

Participatory 
approaches and 

methods (collaborative  
and creative)

Voices and experiences 
of autistic children and  

young people are 
central

Research questions 
come from practice and 

are  often negotiated 
with practice-based 

partners

Making a difference to 
practice

Language and 
terminology matter

Parsons, S. Kovshoff, H., & ACoRNS partners (2019) Building the evidence base through school-

research partnerships in autism education: the Autism Community Research Network @ 

Southampton [ACoRNS]. Good Autism Practice, 20(1), 5-12. 

https://eprints.soton.ac.uk/429764/ 

https://eprints.soton.ac.uk/429764/


Evidence comes from 
knowledge co-creation

The synthesis of ideas from research, theory 
and practice in a values-led way that forms 
conceptual and practical tools for impacting 
methods in research and practice

“Encompasses new knowledge creation (the 
what) through the shared endeavours of 
research and practice working together equally 
(the how)” 

 - Parsons et al., (2022; p.1065)



‘Across the great divide’

• ‘The key to knowledge creation lies 
in the mobilization and conversion 
of tacit knowledge…’ 

• tacit knowledge = personal, 
context-specific and may be 
difficult to articulate 

• ‘… action research presents 
opportunities for both academics 
and practitioners to add to their 
tacit knowledge bases through 
implementation and subsequent 
modification of academic theories’ 

Rynes et al., (2001, p.348)
https://www.educationnext.org/connecting-to-practice-put-education-
research-to-work/ 
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Knowledge co-creation between research and 
practice

• Making it 
happen – 
firming up 
plans

• Learning by 
doing

• Sharing 
ideas & 
initial 
plans

• Joint 
activities

Socialization Externalization

CombinationInternalization

Rynes, S. L., Bartunek, J. M., & Daft, R. L. (2001). Across the great divide: Knowledge creation and transfer between 
practitioners and academics. Academy of Management Journal, 44(2), 340-355. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/3069460.pdf 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/3069460.pdf


Socialization

Externalization

Combination

Internalization

Dissemination 
(for impact)



Example 1:
‘I am’ 
Digital 
Stories for 
supporting 
transitions

"‘I am…’ Digital Stories are short videos designed 
to provide a holistic, strengths-based 
representation of the child through enabling them 
to contribute their perspectives to transition 
planning”. 

(Wood-Downie et al., 2021, p.62)

Parsons et al., (2021) 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1476718X20951235 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1476718X20951235


‘I am’ Digital 
Stories 
knowledge 
creation

Socialization: 
Research question 

from practice

Externalization: 
Understand and 

think through 
problem 
together

Combination: 
Joint grant 
application

Internalization: 
ownership of 

data collection 
locally

Dissemination: 
joint 

presentations and 
publications

Kathryn Ivil



Dissemination and transformative 
impacts on practice (& research)

Within the 
nursery: new 

knowledge 
embedded and 
sustained; CPD; 

feeling more 
confident and 

valued

Beyond the 
nursery: taken 
up in settings 
and services 

and in research; 
making a 

difference for 
CYP & families

Parsons et al., 2021, 2022, 2023, 2025; Glass et al., 2025; Barron et al., Brinsmead et al., 
2024; 2024; Lewis-Dagnell et al., 2024; Ward et al., 2024; Wood-Downie et al., 2021



Example 2: autistic young people as the 
researchers: co-designing an implementation 
team

• Participatory research with children 
and adolescents typically only 
involves the early stages of resource 
or intervention development (i.e., 
ideating, creating, and refining) 

• Laura’s study encompassed the 
latter stages (implementation, 
evaluation, and sharing), adding a 
unique contribution to the 
knowledge base

Laura Salmon, DEdPsych



Co-created 
resources for 
promoting 
awareness and 
discussion of 
autistic girls’ 
experiences at 
secondary school

Dr Chloe East, ESRC-
funded PhD student

https://acorns-soton.org.uk/fizzacc.html 

East, 2024

https://acorns-soton.org.uk/fizzacc.html
https://acorns-soton.org.uk/fizzacc.html
https://acorns-soton.org.uk/fizzacc.html
https://eprints.soton.ac.uk/488123/


“Team 
Autism”: 
use and 
evaluation 
of Fizzacc 
materials

Socialization: Shared 
idea with school 

interested in 
involving pupils in 
research to benefit 
practice (via SENCo)

Externalization: 
Worked with YP to 

share 
communication 
preferences and 

think about how to 
do the project 

Combination: Joint 
planning of what 

to do, how to do it 
and when

Internalization: 
YP implemented 

and evaluated 
the resources

Dissemination: 
feedback to small 

staff team within the 
school + researcher 

presentation

Salmon, L., Kovshoff, H. & Parsons, S. (2025). A participatory study exploring the implementation of 
materials aimed at raising awareness of autistic girls’ experiences in mainstream secondary schools. 
Paper presented at the 46th Annual Conference of the International School Psychology Association 
(ISPA) 16-19 July 2025











Comments from students





Impact?

Big impact on the young people participating

Some impact on teaching staff and other pupils

Longer term impact remains to be seen…

Limited teacher involvement and ownership of the process and outcomes 
within school (too busy)

Pupil doubts about whether and how initiative would be sustained



Strengths and benefits

• Deeply embedded insights into practice and ability to make 
changes in a way that more extractive or external research 
would not be able to do

• A genuine sharing  (synthesis) of expertise that produced 
something greater than the sum of its parts

• A major benefit of us being included as the academic 
partner is the wider reflection, validation, CPD and 
dissemination that has been achieved

• Wider impacts on practice (and research) beyond the initial 
research site / context 



Challenges and opportunities

• It’s always going to take time!

• Buy-in and impetus has to come from the school

• Second example shows where limitations can lie when this 
is not the case

• What difference might it have made if teaching staff had 
been more involved?

• How could you take an idea like this forward in your school 
to get children and young people more involved and use 
their involvement to inform practice?



Reflections and conclusions

• Close to practice research is vital for informing and 
developing practice in ways that align with school priorities 
and contexts

• HOW that is achieved and by / with whom can vary (and 
that’s OK)

• Examples share similarities about addressing recognised 
needs and questions that come from practice

• Interested practitioners who facilitated initial thinking and 
activities

• Main difference in outcomes (so far) rests with ownership of 
changes to awareness and practice by the school / setting



Thank you for listening ☺!

ACoRNS publications

ACoRNS info and resources:
https://acorns-soton.org.uk/

https://iamdigitalstories.co.uk/

Connect with us!
LinkedIn: 
https://www.linkedin.com/company/acorns-
the-autism-community-research-network-
southampton

Bluesky:
@acornsoton.bsky.social 
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