
Citation: Devenish, B.D.; Mantilla,

A.; Bussey, K.; McGillivray, J.;

Rinehart, N.J. Preliminary

Effectiveness of Professional

Learning about Disability-Specific

Evidence-Based Classroom Practices

for Education Support Staff. Educ. Sci.

2023, 13, 911. https://doi.org/

10.3390/educsci13090911

Academic Editor: James Albright

Received: 3 August 2023

Revised: 29 August 2023

Accepted: 4 September 2023

Published: 8 September 2023

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

education 
sciences

Article

Preliminary Effectiveness of Professional Learning about
Disability-Specific Evidence-Based Classroom Practices for
Education Support Staff
Bethany D. Devenish 1,* , Ana Mantilla 1 , Katherine Bussey 2 , Jane McGillivray 3 and Nicole J. Rinehart 1

1 Monash Krongold Clinic, Faculty of Education, Monash University, Clayton, VIC 3800, Australia;
ana.mantilla@monash.edu (A.M.); nicole.rinehart@monash.edu (N.J.R.)

2 Faculty of Education, Deakin University, Geelong, VIC 3220, Australia; k.bussey@deakin.edu.au
3 School of Psychology, Faculty of Health, Deakin University, Geelong, VIC 3200, Australia;

jane.mcgillivray@deakin.edu.au
* Correspondence: bethany.devenish@monash.edu

Abstract: Education support staff work closely with students with disability, yet often receive little
training or professional learning in evidence-based practices. This study sought to provide an initial
indication of the effectiveness of novel, co-designed, evidence-based online professional learning
courses (AllPlay Learn) for education support staff. A total of 323 education support staff working
in primary and secondary schools in Victoria, Australia, completed the courses and participated in
this study. The results indicated significant improvements in their self-reported knowledge about
disability (r = 0.68 and 0.71) and self-efficacy in engaging in inclusive classroom practices (r = 0.62
and 0.62) after taking part in the professional learning course. Analysis of open-ended questions
found further support for these gains. These findings provide support for co-designed, evidence-
based online professional learning that addresses disability-specific domains of inclusive classroom
practices in education.
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1. Introduction

Inclusive education has become a global focus for educational policy and reforms,
informed by international declarations identifying the right of students with disability
to access education on the same basis as their peers [1,2]. Many developed nations have
ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities [3], which
sets out the rights of students with disability to access the general education system.
However, the definition and implementation of inclusive practices within educational
settings have seen variable levels of application and, thereby, success [4,5].

Under the Disability Discrimination Act (1992) and Disability Standards for Educa-
tion (2005), Australian students with disability have the clearly defined right to access an
education on an equal basis to that of their peers [6,7]. The application of these rights,
however—through the provision of inclusive education—has experienced variable success.
The Victorian Government Department of Education’s 2016 review of the Program for
Students with Disabilities identified numerous barriers and challenges to the inclusion
of students with disability in Victoria (Australia) including a lack of consistency in pro-
fessional learning related to evidence-based approaches for supporting students in the
classroom [8]. One key approach used by Victorian schools to support students with
disability is the employment of education support staff (hereafter ES staff), known by dif-
ferent names internationally including paraprofessionals, teacher aides, and paraeducators.
Over 20,000 ES staff are employed in Victoria and employment rates are projected to grow
by more than 17% over the next five years [9], in part due to policies, legislation, and
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the impacts of implementation of the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) [10].
ES staff engage in non-instructional roles to support teachers in primary and secondary
schools [9]. However, research indicates that ES staff in Australia are frequently asked
to take on instructional roles that fall outside of their employed role and training [10–13].
Research evaluating the role of ES staff has found mixed evidence for their impact on
student outcomes. While general support provided by ES staff in the classroom appears
to have positive impacts in terms of reducing off-task behaviours [14], this general sup-
port may also have negative impacts on the autonomy, social interactions, and learning
outcomes of students with disability [10,15,16]. This is thought to be largely a result of
inadequate training and supervision, ineffective practices (such as the transfer of instruc-
tional responsibilities from highly qualified teachers), and one-to-one support acting as
a barrier to students’ interactions with their peers [10,16,17]. Conversely, when ES staff
receive adequate training, clear communication from teachers, and time to plan effectively
with teachers in a complementary role, there are positive impacts on the learning, social,
and behavioural outcomes of students [10,14] and on teacher workload and stress [10,15].

1.1. ES Staff Professional Learning

The qualifications of ES staff in Australia vary considerably [18]. In Victoria, ES staff are
not required to hold qualifications [9]. Consequently, only 17% of ES staff nationally hold a
university-level qualification, 52% hold vocational training qualifications, and 31% hold no
qualifications [9]. The inconsistent access of ES staff to training in evidence-based inclusive
classroom practices (i.e., strategies or teaching practices found to be effective by multiple,
high-quality experimental studies [19]) is of particular concern when considering that the
provision of high-quality professional learning (PL) is recognised as a key component for
creating inclusive education environments [2].

Only a small body of literature evaluates the effectiveness of PL for improving the
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and beliefs of ES staff working in primary and secondary
school settings [16,20], with some promising evidence identified [21,22]. In terms of in-
clusive practices, however, the literature, to date, provides mixed findings. Experiential
PL (in which skill application and support are provided within natural learning contexts)
appears to be more effective than didactic PL (dissemination of knowledge) [23]. Specif-
ically, experiential activities effecting changes in inclusive practice in education include
modelling, accountability, and performance feedback, whereas brief workshops that do
not provide opportunities to apply learning to the classroom environment are relatively
ineffective [20,24]. The quality of evidence evaluating PL for ES staff is variable, with much
of the literature consisting of single-subject or narrative case study designs and limited use
of clinical significance tests to establish its effects [22]. Some researchers have highlighted
the importance of providing PL that addresses knowledge gaps within disability-specific
domains, such as courses that cover the presentation of autism and evidence-based practices
that can be used in the classroom [17,25].

1.2. Effective Professional Learning for ES Staff Knowledge and Self-Efficacy

As illustrated in Figure 1, PL that increases ES staff self-efficacy may have positive
effects on ES classroom practices [26–31]. Bandura’s social cognitive theory identifies four
factors for building perceptions of self-efficacy [32,33], with other relevant factors includ-
ing imaginal experiences [34] and self-reflection [35]. Each of these experiences increase
the self-efficacy of learners by providing them with a model for success. As such, social
cognitive theory differentiates between acquisition and application of knowledge [36], iden-
tifying self-efficacy as an important mechanism for translating acquisition of knowledge
to application in real-world settings. PL has been shown to increase teacher self-efficacy
in inclusive practices [37,38], lending support to the idea that for ES staff to apply their
learning in the classroom, PL that increases their knowledge and efficacy beliefs is required.
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Figure 1. Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory and classroom practices [26–31].

One model that may help explain the interaction between PL and ES staff and student
outcomes is Desimone’s [39] model of professional development. Desimone’s model
suggests that as education professionals engage in effective PL, they experience gains in
their underlying knowledge, skills, attitudes, and beliefs which, in keeping with Bandura’s
proposal that acquisition of knowledge may lead to application of knowledge, leads to
changes in education practice and, thereby, improvements in student learning. While there
are some criticisms of this model, there appears to be consensus across a range of PL models
that engagement in PL can impact classroom practices, student outcomes, and the skills,
knowledge, and beliefs of teachers and ES staff [40].

1.3. Online Professional Learning

The growing evidence identifying PL as a mechanism for improving self-efficacy
and classroom practices of ES staff [10,16,22,23] highlights the importance of evaluating
PL opportunities for ES staff. Unfortunately, PL opportunities for ES staff may be, in
part, limited due to time and budget constraints [41,42], which indicates the importance
of providing accessible and affordable PL opportunities. One learning forum which can
be cost-effective and accessible—especially for rural locations—is the provision of online
PL [43]. While didactic online PL courses should not act as a replacement for experiential
PL [23], didactic online learning that (i) addresses knowledge gaps in disability-specific
domains; (ii) prompts ES staff to consider how their learning may be applied in their work
environment; and (iii) improves ES staff’s perceived self-efficacy may still have value for
improving ES staff knowledge and self-efficacy in inclusive classroom practices [17,38,44].
This may, in line with Bandura’s social cognitive theory, have a flow-on effect for application
of their knowledge in classrooms.

1.4. Introducing AllPlay Learn

The online asynchronous PL courses—AllPlay Learn: Inclusive Foundations for Chil-
dren with Disabilities (see https://allplaylearn.org.au/courses/, 3 September 2023) are
part of the AllPlay Learn platform launched in August 2019. AllPlay Learn was developed
in partnership with the Victorian Department of Education and co-designed by a multidisci-
plinary team of experts, with stakeholders from disability peak organisations, government,
students with disability and their families, and education professionals. It was founded at
Deakin University and, in 2021, became part of Monash University. AllPlay Learn provides
a novel approach to upskilling education professionals working with students with disabil-
ity through using the dual processes of (i) co-design with end users and key stakeholders
and (ii) translating decades of research on classroom practices that have been found to
improve the learning and wellbeing outcomes of students with disability to provide a
range of online guides, evidence-based strategies, resources, and PL courses designed to

https://allplaylearn.org.au/courses/
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help create inclusive education environments for students with disability. In keeping with
recommendations for identifying evidence-based inclusive classroom practices [19], a series
of systematic reviews screening over 177,000 articles were conducted to identify evidence-
based classroom strategies and shared strengths of students with disability. Strategies
were differentiated by disability (anxiety, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, autism
spectrum disorder, blind and low vision, cerebral palsy, communication disorders, deaf
and hard of hearing, dyscalculia, dysgraphia, dyslexia, intellectual disability, oppositional
defiant disorder, and physical disability) and setting (early childhood education and care;
primary school; secondary school). AllPlay Learn is strengths-based and is maintained by a
multi-disciplinary research team with expertise in disability, inclusion, clinical psychology,
child development, education, and technology-enabled learning. A detailed description
of the development of AllPlay Learn can be found on https://allplaylearn.org.au/about/
3 September 2023.

The three AllPlay Learn courses contain an introduction outlining the overarching
goals, six core lessons, and a minimum of two electives. Each course takes approximately
4–6 h to complete, with participants able to complete lessons at their own pace. The design
of the course draws from several key principles for effective PL. These include segmentation
(presenting information in short segments so learners can digest at their own pace [45]),
inform and perform (communicating information while building strategic skills [45,46]),
and informing with multimedia [45]. Further, Nolan and Molla’s principles of context,
collegiality, criticality, and change are also applied, focusing on the specific environment
where learning is required, collegial relationships, opportunity to question underlying
beliefs, and changes in pedagogical knowledge, competences, and practices [47]. Similarly,
as outlined in Table 1, the course design aligns with core features of PL identified by
Desimone [39]. Aligned with Bandura’s theory, the courses provide imaginal experiences
(through reflective questions and applied case studies), vicarious learning experiences
(through masterclasses, illustration of practice videos, and applied case studies), and
provide content to support staff wellbeing.

Table 1. AllPlay Learn—alignment of course content with Desimone’s core features of
professional development.

Core Feature Description of Core Feature Application of Core Feature within the Courses

Content focus
Activities that focus on subject
matter content and how students learn
that content

Content and questions incorporated relevant, contextual, and
applicable information.
Lessons build up an understanding of how to support student
learning of content through text and videos, examples, modelling,
and reflective questions.

Active learning Process in which the learner engages actively
with content

Lessons prompt critical consideration of information through
examples and reflective questions.
Closed-ended knowledge checks.
Open-ended self-reflective questions.
Case studies with prompts to apply learning to their own context.
Templates and downloadable resources to scaffold learners with
active application of their learning within the school setting.

Coherence
The consistency of content with participants’
existing knowledge and beliefs and with
school, state, and national policies and reforms

Prompts to deliberate over the content and their experiences,
questioning their assumptions and prior beliefs.
An overview of policy and requirements for inclusion in
education settings in Victoria.

Duration
The quantity of time spent engaging with the
content and the span of time (e.g., a one-off
session, ongoing monthly sessions)

Consideration was given to the quantity of material presented.
A continue button allows learners to digest at their own pace.
Individual lessons are limited to one hour so that learners can
take time to digest and apply their learning.

Collective participation Opportunity to interact and engage with the
teaching or paraprofessional community

The importance of collaboration and collegial relationships in
education environments was highlighted consistently.
Prompts learners to engage in discussions with their peers.
The courses allow learners to complete the course individually or
with a group of peers.

https://allplaylearn.org.au/about/
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1.5. Study Aims

The number of ES staff employed in Victorian schools is steadily increasing; however,
one in three employed ES staff do not hold relevant qualifications [18]. Online PL is a
promising avenue for enhancing inclusive classroom practices [48]; however, there appears
to be limited publications in the literature evaluating online PL for ES staff [49]. This
is concerning given the notion that this lack of training may result in poorer inclusive
classroom practices and, thereby, negative impacts on the outcomes of students with dis-
ability [10,16]. To address this gap, this study aims to explore whether online professional
learning about disability-specific evidence-based classroom practices for education support
staff improves the self-reported knowledge and self-efficacy of ES staff. This within-subject
repeated-measures study explores changes in ES staff’s knowledge about disability and
self-efficacy in engaging in inclusive classroom practices in primary and secondary school
settings after completing a co-designed and evidence-based AllPlay Learn course. Since
the AllPlay Learn courses (a) draw from evidence-based approaches to professional learn-
ing that have been found to increase knowledge and self-efficacy [17,38,39,44,45,47] and
(b) were co-designed with end users to deliver simple and effective classroom strategies
for improving the outcomes of students with disability, it was anticipated that preliminary
effectiveness would be confirmed by ES staff’s self-reported gains in their knowledge
about disability and self-efficacy in engaging in inclusive classroom practices. Participant
responses to open-ended questions are used to further describe these gains, users’ views
of the courses, and the potential implications for practice. In line with Desimone’s core
features of professional learning [39] and Bandura’s social cognitive theory [32–35], we
anticipate that participant responses to open-ended questions may provide insights into
ways in which the courses’ use of content focus, active learning, coherence, and duration,
alongside vicarious learning and imaginal and self-reflection experiences, facilitated knowl-
edge acquisition and increased teachers’ self-efficacy and intent to apply their knowledge
in the classroom.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

Participants were a convenience sample of 323 ES staff working in primary and
secondary schools in Victoria, Australia, who participated in an AllPlay Learn PL course
and consented to participate in the research. The sample was part of a larger study
evaluating the effectiveness of the courses for teachers and educators working in early
childhood education and care, primary school, and secondary school settings. Between
August 2019 and June 2023, over 700 ES staff working in Victorian primary and secondary
schools completed one of the courses. Of these, 323 ES staff (40%) completed one of the
courses and consented to participation in the research component.

The PL courses were marketed through AllPlay Learn website and social media plat-
forms, the Department of Education’s website and communications, the Victorian Institute
of Teaching’s webpage of accredited programs, and through workshops, conferences, and
exhibitions. To be included in this study, ES staff needed to be working in a learning
support capacity in a Victorian Government primary or secondary school.

2.2. Procedure

Ethical approval was provided by the Deakin University Human Research Ethics Com-
mittee and ratified by the Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee. Ethics
approval was also provided through the Victorian Department of Education’s Research
in Schools and Early Childhood settings (RISEC) process. Users who chose to participate
in research completed a five-minute questionnaire embedded within the course platform
prior to beginning the course and at the end of the course. Participants completed the
course online and at their own pace. No reminders or time limits for completion were sent
to participants.



Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 911 6 of 13

2.3. Measures
2.3.1. Sociodemographic Data

Participants provided sociodemographic information in the pre-course questionnaire,
which included gender, age, years of experience and level of qualification of the participants,
and postcode and type of school the participants were employed at.

2.3.2. Self-Reported Knowledge about Disability

Participants rated their knowledge about students with disability on a 5-point Likert
scale ranging from “very poor” to “very good”. Each knowledge item corresponded to
a lesson topic covering a specific disability. For primary school, there were five items
pertaining to anxiety, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder,
communication disorders, and physical disability. For secondary school, as there were
fewer lesson topics covering specific disabilities, there were three items pertaining to
anxiety, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, and autism spectrum disorder. The mean
score was calculated such that scores could range from 1–5, with higher scores indicating a
higher level of self-reported knowledge about students with disability. Cronbach’s alpha
was calculated for our sample, indicating good fit for primary and secondary school settings
(α = 0.84 and 0.86, respectively) [50].

2.3.3. Perceived Self-Efficacy in Engaging in Inclusive Classroom Practices

Participants rated how competent they felt about a range of inclusive classroom
practices on a ten-item 4-point Likert scale, with response options including “not at all”,
“a little”, “quite”, and “very”. Competence was defined as “the ability to do something
successfully or efficiently”. Inclusive classroom practices described in the scale included
teaching students with disability, identifying strengths, setting goals, applying strategies,
supporting emotions and behaviour, and working with families, teachers, or allied health
professionals to support students with disability. The mean score was calculated such
that scores could range from 1–4, with higher scores indicating a higher level of self-
reported efficacy in inclusive classroom practices. Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for our
sample, indicating excellent fit for primary and secondary school settings (α = 0.94 and
0.95, respectively) [50].

2.3.4. Participants’ Feedback on Their Course Experiences

Participants were asked to answer two open-ended questions after completing the
course: “What new knowledge did you gain from the professional learning course?” and
“How could the professional learning course be improved?”. They were also asked to leave
comments about the course and any other final reflections.

2.4. Data Analysis

Statistical analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics version 27. Less than
5% of data were missing, and cases were excluded pair-wise. Descriptive statistics were
generated for each measure, and assumptions were checked. Comparisons of the mean
of the distribution of self-reported knowledge and self-efficacy before and after course
completion using paired-sample t-tests were planned; however, due to the non-normality
of the data, Wilcoxon signed-rank tests were conducted instead. Effect sizes were calculated
as Pearson’s r values, where values of 0.10, 0.20, and 0.30 were classified as relatively small,
medium, and large, respectively [51]. Assuming a number of parameter values—namely
medium effect size, α error probability of 0.05, and power of 0.80—a total sample size of
25 was required. Deductive analysis of the responses to the open-ended questions was
conducted to understand any changes in ES staff’s self-reported knowledge and self-efficacy
and participant experiences with the course. Two authors looked at the data together
to reach consensus on coding. Codes reflected Bandura’s social cognitive theory and
Desimone’s core features of professional development. Specifically, codes included content
focus, active learning, coherence, duration, collective participation, vicarious learning,
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social persuasion, emotional states, imaginal experiences, self-reflection, gains in self-
efficacy, acquisition of knowledge, and application of knowledge.

3. Results
3.1. Characteristics of the Study Sample

A total of 229 primary school ES staff (90% female) and 94 secondary school ES staff
(90% female) enrolled in the PL courses and provided consent to participate in the research.
Participant characteristics can be found in Table 2. The years of experience of ES staff
ranged considerably, with the average number of years of experience being 6.55 (SD = 6.07)
and 6.18 (SD = 6.90) for primary and secondary school ES staff, respectively. Most ES staff
had achieved a certificate level of qualification. All participants who provided consent
completed the training.

Table 2. Participant characteristics.

Characteristic Values

Primary School Settings
Age in years. Range; M (SD) 20–68; 42.61 (10.83)
Years of experience in education settings. Range; M (SD) 0–33; 6.57 (6.08)
Education. N (%)

Master’s or Bachelor’s degree 14 (6%)
Diploma (teaching) 3 (1%)
Diploma (education support) 6 (3%)
Certificate 162 (71%)
None/working towards/not provided 44 (19%)

Type of school. % mainstream/% specialist 82%/18%
School setting. % urban/% rural 72%/28%
Secondary School Settings
Age in years. Range; M (SD) 19–64; 39.74 (12.06)
Years of experience in education settings. Range; M (SD) 0–26; 6.18 (6.90)
Education. N (%)

Master’s or Bachelor’s degree 12 (13%)
Diploma (teaching) 1 (1%)
Diploma (education support) 3 (3%)
Certificate 65 (69%)
None/working towards/not provided 13 (14%)

Type of school. % mainstream/% specialist 92%/8%
School setting. % metropolitan/% regional 52%/48%

3.2. ES Staff Knowledge about Disability and Self-Efficacy in Engaging in Inclusive
Classroom Practices

As shown in Table 3, for primary school ES staff, the total scores significantly increased
from pre-course to post-course completion for self-reported knowledge (n = 222, Z = −10.12,
p < 0.001) and self-efficacy (n = 221, Z = −9.19, p < 0.001). There were 45 pairs and 35 pairs
that showed no changes, and 16 pairs and 29 pairs that showed negative changes, from pre-
to post-course for self-reported knowledge and efficacy, respectively. For secondary school
ES staff, the total scores significantly increased from pre-course to post-course completion
for self-reported knowledge (n = 89, Z = −6.72, p < 0.001) and self-efficacy (n = 87, Z = 5.77,
p < 0.001). There were 25 pairs and 26 pairs that showed no changes, and 4 pairs and
10 pairs that showed negative changes, in self-reported knowledge from pre- to post-course.
Effect sizes were all large.

Responses to open-ended questions were received from 26% of participants (85 par-
ticipants). Participants described acquisitions of knowledge, most of which were related
to content-focused learning, referring specifically to new knowledge gained about sup-
porting students with specific disabilities (i.e., presentation, strengths, and strategies for
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), anxiety, autism, communication disorder,
and physical disability), and knowledge gains about maintaining their own wellbeing (emo-
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tional states). Some responses that illustrate these include “I learned many new strategies
and approaches to work with different physical disabilities”, “Many aspects of behaviour
or personality can be considered strengths”, “The ways that we can change many different
things—like physical and intangible things—to help a student learn”, and “I had to take a
step back and look at myself and how my emotions affect my job and well being”.

Table 3. Pre- and post-course changes in self-reported knowledge and efficacy in inclusive
classroom practices.

Median (IQR) Mean (SD)
Test Statistic Effect SizePre-Course Post-Course Pre-Course Post-Course

Primary Settings
Knowledge 3.80 4.20 3.77 (0.58) 4.30 (0.53) Z = −10.12 *** r = 0.68
Efficacy 3.00 3.50 3.03 (0.54) 3.42 (0.51) Z = −9.19 *** r = 0.62
Secondary Settings
Knowledge 4.00 4.67 3.86 (0.72) 4.54 (0.50) Z = −6.72 *** r = 0.71
Efficacy 3.00 3.50 3.00 (0.57) 3.45 (0.48) Z = −5.77 *** r = 0.62

*** p < 0.001. Note: IQR = interquartile range.

Twenty-one percent of participants who responded to open-ended questions engaged
in self-reflection, which is a form of active learning, about new content learned in the course
that helped them gain a new perspective. For example, one participant noted “I found
that I became aware of not being set in my ideas/beliefs”, and another participant wrote
“Asking why the goal is important is not something that I have done before and is pivotal in
being meaningful for the student”. This process of self-reflection also provided coherence
for some participants (22%), who described ways in which the course consolidated their
learning, often alongside responses indicating gains in self-efficacy: “It made me feel more
confident that the strategies I have been using are on the right track”, “Reinforcing my own
knowledge is beneficial, as I can go on teaching confidently”, and “A great reminder to
focus on the ‘Strengths Model’ and not the ‘Deficit Model’”.

Many participant responses indicated a preference for active learning through in-
creased inclusion of videos as vicarious learning opportunities, with examples being “More
short video clips to really visualise information” and “If real life application videos were
included in terms of modelling the best responses to students who have a disability”.
Applied case studies from the courses were also preferred by participants, in which two
scaffolded examples, followed by opportunity to complete the same template in reference
to a student they work with, provide imaginal experiences and vicarious learning oppor-
tunities: “I like the questions that had a prewritten scenario”, “more case studies to get
some more practice in setting goals and applying strategies”, and “more real life examples”.
Conversely, early-career staff reported that the use of applied case studies and reflection
could be problematic if these did not reflect their relatively limited experiences (coherence),
with one participant noting “These strategies are really only effective once you are in the
applicable situation”, and another participant’s response suggesting that visualising what
these could look like when working with students in future (imaginal experiences) might
be more helpful: “Maybe instead of all being reflective, could incorporate ‘what if/if you
were to work with’”.

A small number of participants (9%) explicitly described gains in their self-efficacy
related to knowledge acquisition through the PL courses, with some examples including
“Confidence to deal with children with disability and how to present something to make
them understand” and “I feel I am much better equipped to deal with and support the
children of different abilities”. Further, 19% of ES staff indicated intention to apply the
knowledge gained. Some examples include: “This course made me rethink of students in
the current room and how I can support them”, “I did pick up some more great strategies
to use in the classroom.”, and “I gained a lot of new strategies that I could implement in my
future teaching to better support my students”. Several participants did, however, indicate
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that the provision of course content solely via the platform increased the time it took to
digest their learning (duration) as they then needed to write their own notes to refer back
to when applying in the classroom: “Could be condensed somehow. Not sure how as all
the information is valuable. I definitely spent more than 6 h on it, but that is with lots of
note-taking involved” and “We all wanted to have the notes to be able to refer back to”.

4. Discussion

This study aimed to explore the preliminary effectiveness of the co-designed, evidence-
based AllPlay Learn PL course for ES staff. In line with our hypotheses, significant increases
were found in self-reported knowledge about disability and self-efficacy in engaging in
inclusive classroom practices of ES staff after they took part in the PL course. These highly
significant improvements are of particular interest when considering the level of experience
of ES staff who completed the courses, who had, on average, six years of experience
working in education settings (ranging from 0 years to 33 years). Analysis of open-ended
questions found further support for these gains, with participant reflections indicating the
courses were helpful for consolidating existing knowledge and/or gaining new knowledge
or perspectives and helped them feel more equipped for their role.

4.1. Knowledge

The increase in self-reported knowledge aligns with previous research identifying that
PL can result in knowledge gains for ES staff [21,22] and extends this research through the
provision of effect sizes. The results were highly significant, and the effect sizes were large,
indicating that the courses are likely to have practical relevance to ES staff.

Many participants identified two key areas of content-focused knowledge gained
from the courses, namely strengths-based approaches to inclusive classroom practices
and evidence-based approaches to supporting specific disabilities or behaviour. Strengths-
based approaches have become increasingly adopted in educational settings [52,53] and
are linked to increased wellbeing, confidence, engagement, and achievement of students at
school [54–57]. Given previous research that has identified that general support provided
by ES staff can have negative impacts on the autonomy and learning outcomes of students
with disability [10,15,16], the reported gains in knowledge of strengths-based approaches
highlight a promising area for PL to focus on.

The findings also support calls for PL that addresses knowledge gaps within disability-
specific domains [17,25]. In particular, many participants cited classroom strategies for
supporting students with a specific disability as amongst the most important knowledge
gained from the courses, with further responses indicating an intent to apply those strate-
gies, and a preference for further active learning opportunities that involve imaginal
experiences and vicarious learning, such as applied case studies, to support the knowledge
gains. These findings provide insights into the preliminary effectiveness of the courses
for education support staff and highlight that active learning opportunities to increase
knowledge in how to implement practical, evidence-based classroom strategies may be a
particularly important inclusion in online professional learning for this cohort.

4.2. Self-Efficacy

The increase in self-reported self-efficacy aligns with previous research identifying
that PL can result in self-efficacy gains in ES staff [37,38], with the large effect sizes extend-
ing previous findings through identifying that the increases observed are likely to have
practical significance. Participant responses to open-ended questions further supported this
finding. ES staff expressed increased confidence in their ability to apply inclusive classroom
practices, highlighting a number of factors for building efficacy that were in keeping with
theory, specifically vicarious experiences, imaginal experiences, and self-reflection [32]. It
appeared that the course content may have provided coherence with the practices of some
ES staff, with this reinforcement of their prior learning building their sense of efficacy. Vicar-
ious experiences and self-reflection exercises appear to be promising approaches for online
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PL for ES staff. In particular, this study’s findings indicate that self-reflection exercises
that ask ES staff to apply their learning to students they work with (i.e., visualise what the
strategies may look like in action) have the potential to build self-efficacy and increase the
likelihood that ES staff will apply their knowledge in the classroom. Further, the findings
indicate that imaginal experiences may, at times, have more relevance for early-career ES
staff than self-reflection tasks, given that some early-career ES staff may not have relevant
experiences to reflect on.

The intention to apply learning indicated by some participants provides tentative
support for the potential for online PL courses for ES staff that utilise content focus, active
learning, vicarious experiences, imaginal experiences, and self-reflection to translate into
changes to inclusive classroom practices. While this study was not intended to evaluate
whether the observed changes in self-reported knowledge and self-efficacy translated into
changes to inclusive classroom practices, it does highlight that co-designed, evidence-
based online PL that incorporates activities explicitly designed to build knowledge and
perceptions of self-efficacy may be a promising tool for improving inclusive classroom
practices in ES staff.

4.3. Study and Professional Learning Course Limitations

While results indicated that the PL course resulted in significant improvements in the
self-reported knowledge and self-efficacy of ES staff, several potential improvements to
the courses were identified. ES staff expressed a preference for the courses to be designed
with their specific role in mind, rather than catering to both teachers and ES staff. Further,
ES staff indicated they would have liked it if more interactive or multimodal activities
were included as well as further opportunities to reflect, observe, and apply learning. This
may reflect a preference for active learning and self-reflection and imaginal experiences, in
keeping with Desimone’s core features of PL [39] and Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy [35],
respectively. Inclusion of more of these elements may further increase the effectiveness of
the AllPlay Learn PL course.

A number of study design limitations constrain the conclusions that can be drawn
from the current study. First, this study only aims to explore preliminary effectiveness of the
PL courses and, as such, does not explore evidence of actual changes in practices. Second,
the sample may not be representative of all ES staff. Participants chose to participate in
both the PL and research, despite no requirements in Victoria to participate in PL [9], and
the gender ratio for this study was not equal, with 90% of the sample being female. While
this reflects the true gender ratios of ES staff in Victoria (90% female [18]), findings may not
be generalisable to male ES staff or to ES staff who are less motivated to participate in PL.
Finally, no comparison group was included. Future research should consider a range of
recruitment strategies to increase representativeness and randomisation of participants to
alternative PL.

4.4. Implications

The current study, which found significant and statistically meaningful improvements
in disability-related knowledge and self-efficacy in an overall relatively experienced sample
of ES staff, highlights promising areas for future research evaluating online PL designed for
ES staff. First, our findings highlight that online PL for ES staff that addresses knowledge
gaps in disability-specific domains is a promising area to focus on, particularly in strengths-
based approaches. Further research that aims to understand specific knowledge and
professional practice gaps for ES staff in these domains is needed. Second, these findings
provide initial tentative support for the dual process used to develop the course content.
That is, by engaging end users and stakeholders in a co-design process to translate research
evidence on effective classroom practices that support the outcomes of students with
disability, the resulting content may be effective for increasing self-reported knowledge
and self-efficacy and be perceived as feasible and acceptable by education support staff.
Third, online courses that incorporate content focus, active learning, vicarious experiences,
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imaginal experiences, and self-reflection may increase knowledge and self-efficacy in
inclusive classroom practices of ES staff. Specifically, reflective exercises that involve
imaginal experiences (i.e., ask ES staff to visualise how they might apply the knowledge
with a student) and videos that model application of the knowledge appear to be highly
valued by ES staff and may play an important role in increasing self-efficacy. However, the
provision of content solely via a platform may increase the duration and, therefore, act as a
barrier to applying learning in the classroom. Therefore, to further support translation into
classroom practices, online courses should consider how they can incorporate or extend
application of learning into the classroom itself. For example, provision of downloadable
resources such as summaries of key learning or checklists to support implementation
and monitoring could support successful translation of knowledge into ES staff practices.
Further, teachers with high efficacy in inclusive classroom practices could support ES staff’s
application of online content by providing further in-school mentoring and fidelity checks.
Further evaluation of approaches such as these, using objective measures, is warranted.

5. Conclusions

This article sought to explore the preliminary effectiveness of the AllPlay Learn PL
courses for ES staff working in Victorian primary and secondary schools. The findings
identified increases in self-reported knowledge about disability and self-efficacy as a result
of participation, with ES staff responses providing support for the premise that co-designed,
evidence-based PL that uses content focus, active learning, vicarious experiences, imaginal
experiences, and self-reflection may support changes in knowledge and perceptions of
efficacy. These findings indicate that co-designed evidence-based online PL that addresses
disability-specific domains of inclusive classroom practice shows promise for improving the
knowledge and self-efficacy of ES staff working in primary and secondary school settings.
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