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DISCLAIMER
I have chosen to use person-first language (“people with autism”) in my writing at this time
to include the voice of children and young people diagnosed with Autism. Although many
self-advocates embrace identity-first language, much use of this language outside advocacy
contexts still connotes dehumanization, rather than identity. I support either language choice
as long as these choices are made intentionally and with care.
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INTRODUCTION
The call to undertake a Churchill Fellowship can be the result of any number of
motivations. As a teacher and an academic, I was driven by the need to
explore an alternative way of providing students with autism a quality,
inclusive education that recognised, valued, respected and supported their
unique social needs as well as accommodated for their academic engagement.
Through my research interests at the University, I became aware of a model of
inclusive education, the ASD Nest Model, that held a firm commitment to
helping children with autism learn how to function well academically, socially
and behaviourally, in their school and in their community. For me, the hook
was the philosophical belief that in helping the development of competence in
their social and behavioural functioning, the ASD Nest model serves students
with autism to “ultimately realise their full, unique potential as independent
and happy adults” (ASD Nest Support Project, 2016).
My award of the Nancy Fairfax Churchill Fellowship supported my travel to
New York to visit with the ASD Nest team at New York University, meet the
founder of Nest Dorothy Siegel, visit Nest schools across Brooklyn and
Manhattan, and meet with representatives from the NY Department of
Education to gain an understanding of the Nest model and how it worked in
practice. I was also keen to examine issues surrounding the cultural translation
and portability of the ASD Nest model. My Fellowship also supported my visit
to Aarhus in Denmark where Nest had been adopted in several Danish
schools.
In both New York and Aarhus, I spoke with educators, school administrators,
therapists and families about their views of the Nest model. Without question,
the response was overwhelmingly positive. Nest works! I visited Nest classes
and saw students engaged in positive, respectful relationships with teachers
who appeared to love and enjoy their job. I spoke with families who believed
Nest created a sense of community for them and their children. I witnessed
peers normalise difference.
This Fellowship was a powerful and transformative experience for me, and I
am deeply thankful to the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust and the Fairfax
Family Foundation for this wonderful opportunity.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Dr Cathy Little – Senior Lecturer in Special Education
Sydney School of Education & Social Work, University of Sydney
cathy.little@sydney.edu.au
2018 Nancy Fairfax Churchill Fellowship to research and investigate a best-practice inclusive
education model for children with Autism
My aim for my Fellowship was to investigate a best-practice inclusive education model for
children and young people with autism, and examine the feasibility of implementing the
program in NSW schools. The ASD Nest model is a K-12 inclusive school education program
that serves children with Autism, helping them function comfortably and successfully in
mainstream settings and communities, alongside their peers, with decreasing reliance on
professional supports. The model is offered by the New York City Department of Education
(since 2005) with a pilot program established in Denmark (2017). My project involved
spending time in Nest schools and with NYU (New York University) researchers to:
•

gain an understanding of the ASD Nest model and how it works in practice.

•

meet with school administrators, teachers, parents, students and families to further this
understanding

•

examine issues surrounding the cultural translation and portability of the model by visiting
Nest in Denmark.

A number of factors were highlighted as critical to my investigation and served to provide
structure and direction to my Fellowship program. These factors were: Background and
establishment of the Nest program, overview of the model, related policy directives,
stakeholders, resources (both for establishment and maintenance), curriculum, sustainability,
portability, and most importantly, evidence of impact. Appendix 1 provides a more detailed
explanation of each of these factors.

Experiences
In Denmark I visited four Nest sites (three primary and one early childhood). Two primary
schools and the early childhood setting were implementing elements of the Nest model rather
than a “true’ Nest implementation. The Nest program was originally funded by a Danish
private company, but the production of an evaluation report documenting the benefits of Nest
8

in Aarhus has seen recurrent funding now committed by the Danish government for Nest
implementation in Danish schools across the country.
In NYC I visited six schools, two elementary, 2 middle and two high schools and saw Nest
programs in each. In each school I spoke with staff, school leaders and students (both with and
without autism) about their experiences of the Nest program. In one school I participated in a
Nest parent workshop and heard from parents their experiences with the Nest program. I met
with the NYC Department of Education, Nest Support staff and therapy teams and the founder
of Nest, Dorothy Siegal. Further conversations were had with NYU academics with respect to
supporting Nest students at University.

Findings
Benefits
Students with autism
•

Are better supported, academically (2 teachers), socially and emotionally. They are
accepted for who they are. Improved test scores, improved attendance. Nest allows the
students to take risks as they are accepted and supported.

•

Quality of life – enhanced markedly. The short-term cost is offset by the long-term
economic benefit of having employees that contribute to the workforce, pay taxes.

•

Program is developed with and by autistic advocates. Older students act as mentors for
younger students entering the program.

Teachers/schools
•

True collaboration through co-teaching.

•

The elements used in the program are evidence-based and benefit all students, not just
those with autism.

•

Less turnover of staff due to the connection and support provided by the team.

•

Nest builds skills & confidence of staff

•

Emotional support provided through co-teaching.

•

Ongoing training and support through regular professional development.
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Families
•

Workshops bring parents together to learn about various ways to support their child, and
also provide a forum for sharing concerns, issues etc with like-minded parents. Also affords
the opportunity to validate the practices they are using with their child.

Peers
•

ASD is normalised. This allows for development of friendships, big emphasis on
social/emotional learning. Social Development Intervention (SDI) withdrawal is part of the
norm as from Kindergarten children are withdrawn for a number of services so their peers
don't see anything different to SDI withdrawal.

Portability of model
•

Culture is going to be different in every school, you have to work with this and not try to
change the culture but use the flexibility of the model to engage with this diversity.

Considerations
Structural change
•

Nest is a co-teaching model with smaller class sizes thus implementation would require a
significant shift from current classroom structures?

Cost
•

Budgets - Look at alternatives and cost analysis involved in each

•

Piloting is key, small committed administration, move from 1-1 to ICT, funding - cost
savings over the longer term (5-6 years) long term socio-economic costs.

Population
•

The ASD Nest model is targeted toward students who are higher functioning (IQ, verbal)
and can access the curriculum with little adjustment. Questions arise then as to the
applicability of the model for students with higher support needs.

Buy-in from staff
•

Buy-in from teachers has to address the recognition that learning has to be personalised,
based on what the students need, and that space has to be created for teachers to take
risks - lessons could and should look different.
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Conclusions
As a result of my fellowship, I have determined a number of ‘non-negotiables’ that are needed
for successful implementation of the ASD Nest model. These factors would need to be carefully
considered by policy makers and sector level decision makers when determining the feasibility
of implementing Nest in Australia. None, however, are insurmountable and do not preclude
the genuine discussion of Nest implementation in Australian schools.
•

Co-teaching model – one general and one special education trained teacher per class with
no paraprofessional

•

Smaller class sizes (24-26 including 4-6 Nest students)

•

School-based Speech Language Pathologist on site

•

Leadership support for a whole of school initiative

•

Social Development Intervention (daily in K, 3 x per/wk following years)

•

Underpinning culture of inclusion already in existence

•

Committed staff

•

Training both initial and ongoing for all school staff

•

Support from a Nest Support Team - Funded by the education sector

•

Regular Case Conferences – dedicated time for teachers and therapists to meet and talk

•

Positive Behaviour Support framework in use within the school

•

Include parents – schools provide parent workshops on a range of topics

•

Involvement of autistic persons in program development – use their voice

Recommendations
•

Pilot the Nest program in one school. Start with an inclusion class (ICT) with two special
education trained teachers and a mix of students. Kinder class - 20 students - 16 regular, 45 with additional learning needs. The following year, establish a NEST stream and build
from there.

•

Share the benefits of the ASD Nest Program by speaking at conferences, talking with peak
bodies and stakeholders, sharing with my network and continuing to drive culture change
in my current role.
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•

Create an 'Agents of Change' network to drive the piloting of a Nest inspired program in
New South Wales.

•

Apply for grants to support a pilot implementation of Nest in a school.

•

Maintain ongoing communication with NYU ASD Nest staff.
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ITINERARY
Aarhus, Denmark
Date
24/9

Organisation
Vorrevangskolen

Person
Søren Skalkhøj
Pedersen
(Principal)
Anna Crawford
Kropmann

24/9
25/9

Aarhus
Municipality
Kommune (PPR)
Katrinebjergskolen Brita Jensen

25/9

Søndervangskolen

26/9

PPR

Rani Hørlyck
(Principal)
Anna Crawford
Kropmann

Purpose
School
visit

Other
http://vorrevangskolen.skoleporten.dk/sp

Meeting
School
visit
School
visit
Meeting

http://katrinebjerg.skoleporten.dk/sp
http://soendervangskolen.skoleporten.dk/sp

New York City, New York, United States of America
2/10

ASD Nest

Lauren Hough
Williams

Meeting
and
planning
School
visit

https://research.steinhardt.nyu.edu/asdnest/

3/10

PS 4, Staten Island

7/10,
8/10

PS 396, Bronx

Dorothy Siegel,
Suzanne
DiMitri (P),
Kara LaPerle
(ASD Nest
Coach)

School
visit

Elementary School
https://www.ps396.org/

9/10

ASD Nest Support
Project team

Meetings

Meet with Nest Directors Model and classroom supports
Meet with Nest Speech Language Pathologists on Social
Development Intervention (SDI)

14/10 NYU Connections

Brandi StanfillHobbs, Allison
Graham
Brown, Jules
Csillag, Ginny
Skar
Loren Bohlen
Michelle
Netzler
Kristy P Koenig

21/10 MS 442, Brooklyn

Tim Nowak

22/10 MS 447, Brooklyn

Jess Saunders

23/10 Lab High School,
Manhattan
24/10 IS 96 Seth Low HS,
Brooklyn
25/10 ASD Nest

Algiers Brown

School
visit
School
visit
School
visit
School
visit
Meeting

10/10 NYC Department
of Education

Leah Sachs
Lauren Hough
Williams

Maurice Wollin Elementary School
https://www.ps4si.org/

https://research.steinhardt.nyu.edu/asdnest/about/support
Meeting

https://www.schools.nyc.gov/

Meeting

https://www.nyu.edu/students/communities-andgroups/students-with-disabilities.html
School for Innovation (Middle School)
https://www.ms442.org/
The Math & Science Exploratory School (Middle School)
http://ms447.org/
High School
https://www.nyclabschool.org/
Middle School
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/schools/K096
Reflection and future planning
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FELLOWSHIP EXPERIENCES
Introduction
On my arrival in New York my first meeting was with Lauren Hough Williams, Co-Director of
the ASD Nest team at NYU. Lauren asked what I wanted to achieve through my Fellowship,
what was I hoping to gain from my visits to schools and my observations of Nest classes. I
answered, “We need something like this in Australia”. Lauren’s reply was, “What is this?”. That
question became the driver for my visits, interviews, meetings and observations throughout
my Fellowship. Well then, what is this?
To respond that question, we need to first define what autism is, explain why educational
settings are the ideal location for social interventions for children and young people with
autism, and address the current climate of educational provision for students with autism in
New South Wales, Australia.

Background
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), or Autism, is a single-spectrum pervasive
neurodevelopmental disorder, characterised by marked difficulties with social interaction
and repetitive behaviours and restricted interests, affecting almost every aspect of behaviour,
sensory experiences, motor functioning, balance, and inner consciousness (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013). Autism is often characterised by impairments relating to social
interaction, communication skills, executive functioning, and atypical or repetitive behaviours.
Students with autism therefore, may perform well, even excel in academic tasks, yet
demonstrate little awareness of critical social understandings, and lack the ability to pick up on
social cues, which serves to set them apart from their same aged peers. Despite being a highly
individualised spectrum disorder with high levels of variability among individuals diagnosed,
difficulties with social impairments and repetitive behaviours affect every individual with
autism to some extent (Little, 2017).
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The very nature of autism as a spectrum of disorders poses a number of issues around its
variability and apparent erraticism. People with autism possess inherent strengths in their
unique thought processes (Lanou, Hough & Powell, 2012). For example, a student with autism
may be extremely knowledgeable about one or a number of particular topics of interest, and
know these topics intimately. Carter et al. (2015) describe the personality traits of young
people with Asperger Syndrome as determined, dedicated, and resilient. These traits can
produce a commitment to learning, to overcoming academic challenges, with a view to longterm success in the educational arena. The ability to systematise, to deal with concepts that
have particular rules, allows some persons with Asperger Syndrome to excel in areas such as
mathematics, technology, and physics (Grandin, 2012).

Classroom climate
All children and young people are entitled to receive an education. General Comment No 4
(United Nations, 2016) provides strong commentary on using education to achieve the goals of
inclusion. While attention is given to academic learning, it singles out the need for state parties
to ensure education systems “reach out to all students” (p. 3) through changing the policies
and practices of mainstream schools to remove barriers that prevent all students from
participating in education and their communities.
In most developing countries, children and young people are required to be enrolled in
education, thus it stands that the educational environment, the classroom, has the potential to
be a “major vehicle for change” (Koenig, Bleiweiss, Brennan, Cohen, & Siegel 2009) for
students with autism spectrum disorders. Yet, many students with autism spectrum disorders
(ASD) are educated separately from their typically developing peers, while others are placed in
inclusive classes but without supports that would help them benefit from these less restrictive
placements. The needs of students with ASD who are in inclusive settings are often not
planned for or met appropriately, resulting in continuing problems and movement to
increasingly restrictive environments or private placements. The more recent push for inclusive
learning environments however, has seen increasing enrolments in regular settings for children
and young people with autism.
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Current Climate in Australia
In NSW schools, students diagnosed with autism are given the choice of completing their
education in a mainstream classroom alongside their peers, access to support classes within
the mainstream school setting, or in a special school where additional assistance is also
available. Given these range of placement options, most students with autism are choosing to
be educated in mainstream classrooms (Saggers et al., 2018; Tso & Strnadová, 2017). The
concern for students with autism is that due to the very nature of their disability, placement in
a regular class may result in ‘exclusion’ because the teacher, the classroom and the school are
not meeting the student’s individual social needs.
Recent surveys conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) showed 63% of students
between the age of five and 20 identified as having difficulties fitting in socially in an
educational setting, while 51% also identified communication difficulties as an aspect of their
challenges at school (ABS, 2015). Having difficulties with social communication makes the
classroom environment difficult, given the social nature of our educational institutions.
It stands clear that in order to best serve the needs of all students, we need to explore alternative
inclusive models of education.

ASD Nest model
As stated on their website, the ASD Nest Support Project is one of several community-focused
programs serving special populations hosted by NYU Steinhardt School of Culture, Education,
and Human Development. The goal of the ASD Nest Support Project is to advance the
development and implementation of educational solutions for children living with an autism
spectrum disorder (ASD).
The ASD Nest program is a model for K-12 inclusive public-school education that serves children
on the autism spectrum who are capable of doing grade level work (IQ >85) but who have
substantial difficulty with self-regulation, behavioural modulation, coping with changes,
understanding expected social behaviour, and developing social skills, social communication, and
social relationships (Koenig, Feldman, Siegel, Bleiweiss, & Cohen, 2014). The program supports
16

students with autism to successfully participate in mainstream settings and communities,
alongside their typically developing peers, with decreasing reliance on professional supports.
The model has a focus on student’s strengths, in developing their independence and advocacy,
and committing educational settings to becoming truly inclusive learning environments.
The ASD Nest model is offered by the New York City (NYC) Department of Education (since
2003) and Aarhus, Denmark (since 2017). The goal of the model was and is to help higher
functioning children on the autism spectrum learn how to function well academically,
behaviourally and socially in school and in their community. Since the ASD Nest program’s pilot
at PS 32 in Brooklyn in September 2003, it has grown to serving over 1,500 students with ASD,
educated alongside nearly 5000 of their peers in 325 classrooms within 54 schools across all five
boroughs of New York City in the 2019-2020 school year.
The ASD Nest model is built around the standard academic curriculum of the school district at
each grade level, and supplements that curriculum by infusing a focus on social learning, social
communication, and self-regulation into classroom learning experiences.
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The ASD Nest Program elementary school model supports school-age students with ASD in
both developing academic skills and building their social competencies. The Nest program
provides a safe, inclusive environment where students are valued as individuals and learn
alongside their general education peers while developing foundational skills for continued
success in school.
The ASD Nest Program middle school model supports young adolescent students with ASD in
their development of academic skills and social competencies. The Nest program helps these
young people strengthen self-advocacy skills to lay the groundwork for independent
functioning in their educational careers.
The ASD Nest Program high school model specifically helps adolescents and emerging adults
with ASD learn how to function well academically, behaviourally and socially, and become
ready to attain their full, unique potential as competent, independent and happy adults.
(ASD Nest website, https://research.steinhardt.nyu.edu/asdnest/about/)
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Denmark

19

DENMARK
The ASD Nest Support Project was part of a collaboration with the school system in Aarhus,
Denmark, to help establish an ASD Nest program in Aarhus. This was the first ASD Nest model
outside of New York City. In the 2015–2016 school year, the ASD Nest Support Project
provided training and coordination for teachers, therapists, and administrators in Aarhus. In
the 2016-2017 school year, Aarhus opened their first two "Grade 0" classes in their school,
Katrinebjergskolen.

PPR
The first day of school visits in Aarhus started with my catching the light rail to meet Anna
Crawford Kropmann from PPR and my ASDD Nest contact in Aarhus. PPR is a community
department of the Danish government that works with families and community. Anna’s role
within PPR is to support the inclusion of students with special education needs (SEN) in
schools. She primarily works with schools who have taken on the ASD Nest Program. Initially,
research into Nest, visits to NYC and initial implementation of the Nest program in Aarhus was
funded by a Danish private company. Following the release of Evaluering af Nest i Aarhus
2015-2019, a report undertaken by Anna and her PPR colleagues of the Nest program and its
benefits, recurrent funding has now been committed by the Danish government for
implementation of Nest into a wide circulation of Danish schools. Part of the research findings
concluded that the children with ASD after 3 years in Nest showed less autistic behaviour than
those not in Nest.

School visits
Vorrevangskolen
My first visit was to Vorrevangskolen, a public school of approximately 800 students from
Grade 0 (ages 6 yrs) to Grade 9. The school is not a Nest school, rather it teaches Nest
elements in several of its classes. The elements of Nest taught in Vorrevangskolen were chosen
by the school staff based on what they felt were important. These Nest elements were: a voice
scale, little problem/big problem, daily program and rating scale. These elements are all
represented visually and are referred to constantly by teachers, other adults and the children.
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We began the day in a Grade 0 class, 22 students aged 5/6 years. The students began school in
August thus had only been attending for six weeks. The class teacher, Vibbe, spends time each
day in teaching Nest elements to the class. In their table groups, I observed the children
practicing the morning routine of entering the classroom and being rated by the other
students using a thumbs up/thumbs down signal. Students then role played a
small/medium/big problem and how to respond appropriately to each of these.
We then met with Sonne, the School Director, who
discussed the background to Nest in the school. He
explained it wasn't difficult to get staff buy-in, as
Nest was actually a tool to do what they already do.
He explained that staff see the benefits of the
framework for all students thus they ask to be
involved in the program. The school funds one
position for their Nest Director within their school
budget. The goal of the school is to support the
growth and development of every student, make the
environment and community stronger and more inclusive.
Kindergarten
After leaving Vorrevangskolen, Anna and I went to a Kindergarten (day care/preschool) who
had asked PPR to be involved in the Nest program. This was a prior to school day care where
the pedagogou (not teachers) support the teaching of the children in areas of social
development. The focus Nest element for the children was self-regulation. The ages of the
children were 9 months to 4/5 years. Two of Anna's colleagues from PPR (Dorthe and
Catharine) observed the pedagogou and gave feedback on their teaching with respect to
delivery of the element of self-regulation. This feedback was given round table style and
included the centre Director. Interestingly, Nest in its truest form, was not developed for early
childhood, so this is an area that warrants further exploration.
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Katrinebjergskolen
The following day I visited Katrinebjergskolen, to meet
with Brita Jensen. Katrinebjergskolen is a school that is a
shining example of the traditional Nest program in
Danish schools. It is the only school in Denmark that
implements the 'true' Nest model. Brita says they
describe their school as a ‘Nest inspired school with Nest
classes’ – meaning that they are a school for everyone
and have specialised support for those children that
need it.
The school runs Grade 0 to Grade 9 and currently has
two Nest classes alongside two
regular classes in Grades 0,1, 2 and 3. The plan is to
continue to progress each year with the establishment
of two Nest classes per grade up to Year 9. Brita
reported that a group of staff were planning on returning to New York to see how the Nest
model operates in middle school years classes, as they will be having to deal with this age of
students in the next couple of years.
Katrinebjergskolen was chosen by PPR to be the site for Nest implementation. As such, a group
of staff from the school went to New York to receive the training in the Nest model from Aaron
Lanou. They then came back and created two Nest classes in grade 0 alongside two regular
Grade 0 classes. Brita stressed that the teachers involved in Nest have to agree to do things the
Nest way otherwise they cannot be involved. She explained that buy-in was sometimes a
problem because of this, as Danish teachers have a lot of freedom in how and what they teach,
but Nest has a commitment to teaching all students from the appropriate age/stage
curriculum.
Students in Nest classes have three one-hour lessons per week in social learning. They are
withdrawn and have this lesson with their teacher accompanying and the speech pathologist four children to two adults. The school has listed five "headlines" for the year that the students
22

work on in these social learning lessons, for example, ‘my role in the group’. Students and staff
then take these skills back to their class and practice with their peers.
My first observation at Katrinebjergskolen was in a Grade 0 class observing the teacher and
pedagogou. Upon walking into the room, we were greeted with calm music and children
colouring in at their tables. The class appeared very calm and I saw the use of the voice scale
(reminders shown using a visual on a stick), time timer, count down warning (3-2-1).
Grade team meetings are held each week with teachers from the two Nest classes, Brita and
the psychologist from PPR. They discuss individual children, share strategies and plan for the
year ahead. Everyone knows their role in this meeting with an agenda set in advance, roles
allocated for participants within the meeting, and minutes kept and circulated to all
participants for review and planning follow-up.
Søndervangskolen
The final school I visited in Aarhus was Søndervangskolen, a very different type of school in
that it is a very diverse school community, with many races, cultures, religions, socio economic
backgrounds, and language backgrounds together in the one setting. The motto of the school
is "Study Hard & Be Nice to People"!
The Principal at Søndervangskolen, Rani Hørlyck, clearly values parents and the community
within which the school is located. She has been described in the media as a person of ‘vision’
in education. In Denmark, if a school chooses to send a student with special learning needs to a
special class or special school then they have to pay the money for this. Principal Hørlyck’s wish
is to keep all students in her school, and use this money to develop services that promote an
inclusive school community.
To that end, the school showcases a unique environment. The walls are covered with
inspirational quotes from luminaries such as Buddah and Nelson Mandela, but also more
relatable contemporary icons such as Queen Latifah and Beyoncé. Murals decorate hallways
and common areas. The school runs a breakfast and lunch program to ensure all students
have access to nutritious meals throughout the day. Classes named after Danish cities (Grades
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0-2), European cities (Grades 3-5), rest of the world (Grades 6-9). The administration space
(open plan) is called Washington DC, and the room we had our meeting in was called 'The
Senate', with a large mural of the Capitol Building on the wall. On the wall was a quote by
Winston Churchill.

The remainder of my time in Aarhus was spent in discussion with Anna, talking about Nest and
the portability of the model. She cautioned that when does adaptation of the model to suit a
new culture mean that Nest is not Nest any more but something different. You need to reflect
the culture of the community that you are working with. In Denmark, when schools cannot
implement true Nest, they can utilise the teaching of the Nest elements. She suggested that for
implementation in a new setting, you keep Nest in a nutshell and the four-square framework.

Key findings
•

Keeping Nest on track requires commitment from the staff, school administrators and
families and government investment for maintenance on on-going development.

•

Political and financial support is necessary to implement and sustain a true Nest program.

•

Strong leadership is required to make the tough decisions and to also bring the remainder
of the school community along on the journey.

•

It is possible to implement Nest elements into schools, but can this be called Nest if it does
not adhere to Nest requirements?

•

One potential difficulty experienced in the translation of Nest into Danish culture was the
difference in schooling. In Denmark, children have a lot of freedom and will get themselves
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to and from school independently. Teachers have much more autonomy in what they teach
than in Australia. This flexibility is the Danish way. This may make the implementation of
the structured Nest program a little too direct for teachers.

Reflection
Several questions have arisen as a result of my visits to schools and in talking with Anna here in
Aarhus, Denmark.
•

I am curious as to where students with quite complex autistic behaviours are. I did not see
any students with high support needs or obvious disability in any of the settings I went to. I
was told those students attend more segregated schools, yet Nest is touted as an inclusive
model, but inclusive only for some!

•

There seems to be a divide between the true Nest implementation (Katrinebjergskolen)
and elements of Nest (PPR). Thus, when does an alteration of true Nest make it no longer
Nest? Surely, according to PPR, some elements of Nest in schools is better for students
than nothing? For schools who do not have the finances to implement a true Nest, then
incorporating elements is the next best thing.

•

I am keen to see the evidence and to read more of the benefits to all participants - not only
students but their families, staff and school communities.
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New York
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NEW YORK
ASD Nest Program
The three weeks of my Fellowship journey spent in New York City were bookended by
meetings with Lauren Hough Williams, Co-Director of the ASD Nest Program. Lauren and the
ASD Nest Program team (13 full-time staff) are housed on the 5th floor of the New York
University (NYU) Metro Center building. They are funded by the NYC Department of
Education and other grant monies but hold office space at NYU. The ASD Nest Support
Project team is made up of Educators, Speech-Language Pathologists, Occupational
Therapists, Psychologists and Social Workers who provide professional development and
on-site professional support to educators working in inclusive education, including those in
the NYC Department of Education's ASD Nest program.
(https://research.steinhardt.nyu.edu/asdnest/about/support)
Our beginning meeting was spent confirming the program Lauren had put together and
updating any changes. It all seemed very comprehensive - six schools, each with full day
visits (2 days in PS 396) covering the Nest Program in elementary, middle and high school.
There was also a meeting with members of the NYC Department of Education and a day
with the ASD Nest Support Project team at NYU. There was also a session with Lauren and
Dr Kristie Koenig (Associate Professor, Occupational Therapy at NYU) to talk about the NYU
Connections Program, a program for autistic tertiary students at NYU. I was keen to hear
about this as my employer, the University of Sydney was thinking of developing something
similar.
We discussed my visit to Denmark and my overall perceptions. Lauren supported the view
that some Nest is better than nothing, and was keen to see how the model can be moulded
to suit different school communities.
Three-tier model of support
We discussed the three-tier model of supports that the Nest framework utilises (very much
the PBS/MTSS/RTI model that many schools in Australia are familiar with) - but educators

have to consider type of support required by individual students as well as the intensity of
support provision. A visual of the three-tier model of support is illustrated below.

•

Tier 1 covers 4 domains: social supports, behaviour supports, academic curriculum
supports and sensory functioning self-regulation supports. These are universal and will
be applied to all students.

•

Tier 2 is individualised supports across the 4 domains as needed.

•

Tier 3 is intensive, individualised supports, again as needed across the 4 domains.

The move of students between the tiers is made by the Nest team in the school including
the Speech Language Pathologist (SLP), Occupational Therapist (O/T), in-school Nest coach,
school administrators and the teacher.
Nest essentials
The Nest Support team have developed a range of support materials to assist teachers in
thinking about what should be happening in their classroom. These checklists align with
each tier and cover the four domains. They cover six Nest essentials that one would expect
to see in all subjects across the curriculum: 1) organisation of the environment, 2) classroom
structures & routines, 3) self-regulation routines, 4) social supports, 5) instructional
strategies & classroom language, and 6) collaboration & individual supports.
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Framework documents are essential to provide support to the model. These need to be
developed prior to implementation and must be reviewed and rolled out as needed to
respond to change. Time is required to plan before any type of implementation can take
place.
Professional development for teachers
We then spoke about the professional development opportunities that the Nest Support
team provide to teachers. New teachers to Nest must take two courses either before the
school year starts (June/July) or as early in the year as possible. These courses are 1) Basics
of Autism and 2) Introduction to Behaviour. The teachers can take these at Hunter College
and receive Graduate School credits by the Department of Education, or online through
NYU, for which they receive no grad school credit. Training is delivered by Nest Support
staff. There is differentiated training for elementary and secondary teachers. The
Department of Education funds release for teachers to attend this training. Then teachers
can access ongoing training across the remainder of the school year on topics relevant to
supporting Nest students.
Selection of Nest sites
In the 2019 school year six new schools came on board. It is the NYC Department of
Education that chooses new schools each year to enter into the Nest program. This
selection is based on areas of need and response to current enrolments and what services
will be needed for middle and high school transitions. This contributes to how they choose
where to establish new Nest classes. By Grade 3, parents are asking where their child will be
attending middle school. Schools therefore need to have an answer.
Transition of students to middle school
All Nest students move to the same Nest middle school with very few exceptions. A lot of
talk happens in the SDI sessions to prepare the students for the transition. There is a
walking trip to the new school to meet new teachers, take photos of places (create social
stories) and spend about half a day at the new site. Articulation (transition) notes are made
and passed on the new teachers. For 5th graders, these notes are given to the middle
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school. These notes include information as to the student's interests and strengths and any
'need- to-know' information.
At the end of our meeting, I was reminded of several things to keep a look out for during my
visits:
•

What are the core elements of Nest that must be maintained to maintain the integrity of
the model?

•

What elements of the model can I see?

•

What is the impact of Nest for key stakeholders (students, teachers, families)

School visits
My first school visit began with meeting the creator of Nest, Dorothy Siegel, at her home in
Brooklyn and driving with her to Staten Island. This was an invaluable time to speak with a
powerful and dynamic advocate for inclusive education for students with autism. We spoke
on the way about Nest and what had driven Dorothy to develop the Nest program and the
supports that were required for her to do so. Dorothy was very clear about the foundational
elements of the school that have to be in place in order to implement Nest. These were:
1) good instruction already happening,
2) classes are small enough to allow the development of positive, personalised
relationships with students,
3) strong and effective leadership,
4) you have to make the classroom therapeutic - keep services (Speech, O/T) in the
classroom (no pull-out programs),
5) no paraprofessional (trade them in for an extra teacher),
6) flexibility,
7) establish a co-teaching class (one general educator and one special educator),
8) must have a speech pathologist in the school. The Speech Pathologist needs to be
trained in SDI and take a social thinking approach - help support and develop student’s
social development, communication and problem solving.
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9) SDI (Social Development Intervention) is critical. In Nest, Kinder students have an SDI
session every day, then three times per week in the years following. SDI is called
'Perspectives Lab' in middle and high school.
Dorothy's vision is to serve as many students as possible in the general education setting.
But, you can't simply place students with special education needs into a general education
class as the teacher doesn't have the training. Students need individualisation therefore you
need a special education teacher.
In response to the cultural translation of the model, Dorothy was very clear. She stated,
“Culture is going to be different in every school. You have to work with this and not try to
change the culture but use the flexibility of the model to engage with this diversity”.
PS 4
My first school visit was to PS 4, Maurice Wollin Elementary School on Staten Island. PS 4
was one of the first schools to establish Nest almost 12 years ago. My time at PS 4 was spent
with the Principal, Suzanne DiMitri and Assistant Principal Laura Kozdrajski. Suzanne was an
Assistant Principal at PS 4 at the time of Nest implementation, thus was very familiar with
the model and has been instrumental in its continuing support. Suzanne began by telling us
about the initial resistance of parents toward the Nest classes - "I don't want my child in a
class with kids with disabilities". Once they saw how their child was receiving more
attention in a smaller class with two teachers then their opinions changed. Suzanne stressed
that you have to bring parents on board and make them part of the conversation. They now
have two Nest classes in each grade (K-5) and one pre-K Nest class. Nest classes have 12
students, 4 with ASD and 8 neurotypical with two teachers, 1 generalist and 1 special
education trained.
Buy-in from teachers at PS 4 had to address the recognition that learning had to be
personalised, based on what the students need, and that space had to be created for
teachers to take risks - lessons could and should look different. Use the Tier 1 strategies. Coteaching takes time and is very dependent on the relationship between the two teachers.
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Maintaining the program relies on the update of resources, changing to accommodate the
needs of students, keep coming back to the core challenges for individual students.
I visited four Nest classes, two Kindergarten, one year 4, one year 5. The following
photographs show several of the Nest elements (quiet space, visual timetable) and a range
of materials developed by the teachers.
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Acknowledgement and thanks to:
Dorothy Siegel, Suzanne DiMitri,
Laura Kozdrajski, (in photo L to R),
Tracey Gentile, Elizabeth Garber,
Piera Caputo, Jeanine Donato, Mrs
Sirgis and Mrs Rivas.

PS 396
PS 96 is an elementary school located in the Bronx. There are currently three elementary
(including PS 396), two middle and two high schools in the Bronx borough that have Nest. PS
96 has been running Nest for about 13 years, in a school that is very under resourced and is
very different in many ways to a lot of other Nest schools. It has a transitory staff, who often
come for a couple of years then move further north to Westchester where the pay and
conditions are much higher. Currently they have enrolled 300 students, K-5, with two Nest
classes in each grade.
The mission of PS 396 is to create a positive
culture of learning where all students can
experience academic, social, and emotional
success. The school has a mix of cultures and a
large ESL program as many of the students and
their parents do not speak English as their first
language. I picked up a copy of the school's
newsletter which is in English and Spanish.
Welcoming signs on the Office foyer are also in
Spanish and English.
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I was impressed by the positive
messages posted around the school. The
school has ROCKIN' values - Respect
ourselves, each other, and the
environment; taking Ownership of our
learning; being Curious about the world;
showing Kindness; showing Integrity in
doing what is right; and Never giving up.
These values are represented in a number of ways throughout the school. Clearly the
environment has a major role in developing a sense of community and positive self-worth in
students. Photo: Ms Kara LaPerle
My observations at PS 96 day began with a Nest leadership meeting involving: Nicole Tiné
(Principal), Theresa Costello (Assistant Principal), Kara LaPerle (PS 96 Nest Coach), Brandy
Stanfill-Hobbs (ASD Nest Support Team) and Tara (NYC Department of Education). These
meetings are held five times per year to check in with the school and see that all is on track.
The school also receives four 'Instructional Consultations' per year from Brandy (whole day
visits to observe Nest students and give feedback), four 'SDI consultations' with Dorothy
Leone from Nest Support Social Development Intervention Consultant and two Social Work
consultations from Dr Michelle Lee, Nest Support Social Work Consultant.
I asked the Department of Education representative to explain how children access the Nest
program. The process is either by referral to Department of Education by the school or
parents can apply on behalf of their child. The Department of Education looks to see if the
child meets their criteria for placement - average to above average IQ, little behavioural
concerns, with pragmatic language the primary area of concern for the child. If the child
meets these criteria, an observation is made in their current location (Department of
Education rep, psychologist and school representative) to see if Nest would be a suitable
placement for them. This observation can be an hour or more. Later comments from the
staff would indicate that perhaps this is not the best method of determining placement as
little can be seen in an hour.
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Principal Tiné highlighted a number of issues as to placement and enrolment. Principal Tiné
would like for schools to be able to move students out of Nest if the fit isn't right and it's not
working. Currently they can't do this and this results in increased suspensions for the
student. Parents become tired of these increased suspensions and the school loses the
family. Also, the observation of the student prior to enrolment and the "sanitised" reports
that accompany the student (sanitised to make the student look better) are not always an
accurate indication of the student and their behaviours/needs. Principal Tiné believes she
loses good people (teachers) because they are not protected by the system. Her philosophy
is "It's not about not wanting to serve children but wanting to serve them right".
At this meeting, I became aware of a 'Commitments Document' - this is a partnership
document between the Department of Education, NYU and the school that outlines the
expectations to the ongoing implementation of the program by each of the three
stakeholders. The school then identifies a goal for their Nest program for the year. This year
PS 96 would like to focus on late entry students into the program, as they call them 'Search
& Rescue" students. Their concern is that Nest students coming into the program later
(Grade 3-5) tend to show more social/emotional issues than those that have had the
grounding work from K-2, so early identification and placement is critical to these student’s
later success. This is an important consideration to remember when establishing Nest
classes.
Second day at PS 396. First up I was invited to attend the first parent workshop of the year,
focusing on Positive Behaviour Supports. Eight Nest parents attended. The workshop was
developed by Allison Brown from the ASD Nest Support team. These workshops are good
opportunities to bring parents together to learn about various ways to support their child,
and also provide a forum for sharing concerns, issues etc with like-minded parents. They
also afford the opportunity to validate the practices they are using with their child. Principal
Tiné was there at the beginning and spoke with every parent, talking about their child with
them and reinforcing her open-door policy. I spoke with several parents about Nest and all
returned to same positive message, that Nest has been such a positive experience for them
and their child. They value the opportunity to speak with parents of other children and to
share ideas and suggestions as to how to help each other.
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Next, I observed a Social development Intervention (SDI) session with a kindergarten Nest
group. The SDI sessions are based on five units created by Susan Brennan (ASD Nest Support
team). These units are based on the core challenges of autism. The school's SLP works out
what to do within these five units based on the needs of the different students and their
Individual Education Plan (IEP) goals. Each grade will be working on the same unit (one unit
every two months) but will have a different focus. Today's session had three students, one
SE Teacher and the SLP. The session followed a clear structure and engaged all the students.
The focus was on sharing and collaboration through a "We" art project (WE meant we do it
together as a group). I was constantly impressed by the positive, validation language used
by the staff - "that was a good guess!" even if the response was incorrect. This is a current
focus for the school and for Nest generally. SDI is an acceptance-based program in that it is
premised on the belief that there is more than one way to communicate. “We are not trying
to make students neurotypical”. I loved how this noticeboard talks about the elements of
the SDI program - speech is more than just talking!
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I then observed an Occupational Therapy (OT)
session with two Nest students and one
Occupational Therapist. This pull-out session was
held in the OT room and focused on the OT goals
noted in the student's IEP. The focus for the
students in most of the OT sessions are on tasks to
do with executive functioning - time management,
starting a task, task completion, organisation etc.
I observed several classes during my time at PS.96 and saw many examples of the Nest
elements in practice. The representation of the elements was the same in each grade class
to reinforce consistency. The main variation was seen in how each class created their calm
space within the classroom. This calming space is a core feature of the Nest essentials but
should be designed to cater to the needs of all students in the class, not only those enrolled
as Nest students.

My visit to PS96 concluded with a meeting with the school’s Nest team. The success of the
ASD Nest program, they believed, was the result of weekly/monthly case conferences and
the co-teaching model. The weekly grade Nest meetings were held to discuss four students,
monthly meetings include all Nest team and therapists. This time is appreciated by all, as it
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afforded the teachers a dedicated time to meet and talk with the therapists. The success of
Nest is dependent on collaboration. True collaboration between teachers is the
underpinning essence of the co-teaching model. Co-teachers usually stay on the same grade
and the students move onward.
In summary, the staff at PS 96 reported the benefits of the Nest program to be:
Peers: ASD is normalised, allows for development of friendships, big emphasis on
social/emotional learning. SDI withdrawal is part of the norm as from Kindergarten children
are withdrawn for a number of services so their peers don't see anything different to SDI
withdrawal.
Teachers: True collaboration. Bring their strategies to bear for all students. The practices
used in the program are evidence-based and benefit all students, not just those with autism.
Students: Better supported, academically (2 teachers), socially and emotionally. They are
accepted for who they are. Improved test scores, improved attendance. Nest allows the
students to take risks as they are accepted and supported.
Families: Nest opened their eyes to the different ways of learning, shared experiences and
created a sense of community. Validated what they are doing. Theresa Costello (A/P) shared
a comment from a parent who said "It's because of you I know my son"!
General: Builds empathy and understanding of ASD amongst adults and students alike
within the school community.
Acknowledgement and thanks to: Nicole Tiné, Theresa Costello, Kara LaPerle
The remaining four schools visited were middle and high schools. The middle school Nest
program began in 2006 and high school in 2007-08.
In the secondary ASD Nest model, two teachers spend most of the day with the same Nest
class. They have shared preparation and co-planning time. In some schools however, the
model looks different - the class has a content teacher (four core content areas are English
Language Arts (ELA), Math, History (Social Studies) and Science) and the Special education
teacher pushes in as support. This varies between schools. The cluster teachers (Special
education trained) then assist in art and elective subjects.
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The key elements of the secondary program remain: strengths-based behaviour focus,
fidelity of training for teachers beforehand, use of the autistic voice (hear from the
community), parent collaboration, and the [school] team as the expert.
Attrition from the program between middle and high school can be explained: high school
caters to specialised interests therefore students can follow this interest (e.g. boat building)
and move out of the Nest program. Also, parents feel much more comfortable in allowing
their child to move out of the program given how well they are doing, they know their child
will be successful in this new environment. The majority of students however end up in Nest
high schools. Services become more flexible at the end of Grade 9, dependent on student
need. The focus then moves toward self-advocacy, bridging skills to societal expectations.
MS 442 School for Innovation
The first thing I notice about this school is that it is on a shared site, which is common across
NYC. The site is shared by 4 schools, two pre-K, one charter school, and MS 442.
MS 442 Carroll Gardens School for Innovation in Brooklyn is a small 6th through 8th grade
middle school of roughly 300 students. There are 4 classes per grade of which one is an ASD
Nest class, while the remaining classes are Integrated Co-Teaching (ICT).
This school is different in a number of ways to the
schools I have visited previously. All students wear a
uniform and all have access to a laptop. As an Apple
Distinguished School, each MS 442 student has access
to their own MacBook and carries their device with
them throughout the day. While they do not always
use their computer in every class every day, students
use technology as one of the many ways to
demonstrate their learning and teachers may use
technology to individualise instruction so that every
student is pushed to their maximum potential. The
ASD Nest Coach, Tim Nowak, is on class and takes on
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the Nest role as part of his load at the school. He acts as a go between for staff, families and
students.
Nest teachers do have a free period through the day but they teach the one content area
across the one grade. Many elements of the Nest program were evident in the classrooms.
The voice scale, visual schedule and rile reminders were observed across all the classrooms
and were used by all teachers and students. Given the strong focus on technology within
the school, representation of some Nest elements was made using this medium.

I observed a number of classes and saw motivated teachers and engaged students. The feel
of the school was positive and productive. There was evidence of high expectations made
for all students. I met with Mr James, the School’s Assistant Principal who described the
benefits of Nest to the school as quite intangible, more anecdotal than statistically
quantifiable. He reported that Nest created a sense of community, within the school. The
mission of the school is to support all learners – the Nest program was another way of
including and supporting learning for all students. that what works in Nest is good for
everybody, staff, students and families alike.
All the teachers at MS 442 are Nest trained. I am keen to see if this is the case in other
middle schools I visit. Mr James explained that before teachers are employed they are
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informed about what commitment is required of them with respect to the Nest program.
They can then choose if they wish to take on this role.
Buy-in from existing staff into Nest he saw as not a problem. He explained staff were a little
disgruntled about having to do the training but otherwise all staff were invested in the
program. There is Nest training every Tuesday after school for one hour – this is run by NYU
staff, school staff as needed. This is also the time that conferences are held. The school’s
guidance counsellor is very proactive in the Nest program. She meets with all the Nest
parents. It is she who works with families with respect to the transition to high school,
making suggestions as to suitable locations.
Acknowledgement and thanks to: Noreen Mills, Tim Nowak, Jason James, Ms Fetters, Mr
Gowers, Ms Jones, Mr Conley, Mr Lee, Ms Taubman and Ms Katumuluwa.
MS 447 The Math & Science Exploratory School

MS 447 is a sixth through eighth grade middle school
with approximately 520 students, that operates on the
belief that all children have a natural curiosity about the
world around them and how it works. Located in
Brooklyn, MS 447 is a school that takes pride in its
inclusive culture, welcoming many students with special
needs and accommodating a range of incoming skill
levels. All the classes in the school are Integrated CoTeaching (ICT) and Nest.
I was supported in my visit to MS 447 by Jess Saunders,
the School IEP and Inclusion Coordinator. Jess has been at the school for 14 years and
started the Nest program in the school. As was the case in MS 442, all teachers at MS 447
are Nest trained. Jess invited me to a morning case conference. The weekly case conference
involves all Nest teachers and follows the same format – alerts and updates (2 mins), check
in for last week’s case conference and student check-in (8 mins) and current case
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conference (8 mins) and student check-in (5 mins). The roles for chairing, minute taking,
timekeeping and so forth are assigned prior to the meeting and rotated across the team
members.
The case conference always starts with asking what the target student is good at, then what
their interests are, then finally what they are struggling with in class at the moment. It could
be academic or mostly it is social or social/emotional.
I observed a number of Nest classes across the day. I was noticeably struck by the different
behaviours shown by the middle school Nest students when compared to their elementary
school peers. In several of the middle school classes, the Nest students were not observed
engaging with their peers. For example, in a social studies lesson, the request was made to
students to turn and talk with their partner. None of the Nest students complied, instead
remained quiet and did not acknowledge their partner. Interestingly, each partner was not
seen to make any attempt to engage the Nest student, so each of the pairs sat quietly
during this time., working on their worksheets It was also in this class that few of the Nest
elements were referred to, such as the timer or voice scale.
The atmosphere was very different in a later English Language Arts (ELA) I observed. The
first thing I noticed in this classroom was the OT adjustments made. Every chair had tennis
balls on the feet and an elastic band to help keep feet busy. This was for all students not just
those who perhaps may need it. Other adjustments include: wobble cushions, standing
desks. Each classroom had a projector, a laptop and a visualiser that teachers used to
deliver the lesson.
The lesson began with a reminder for students of what materials they need for the lesson.
These were posted visually on the board at the front of the room. After a student read the
lesson objective, the teacher clarified any unfamiliar vocabulary used in the objective.
Whilst this was happening, the second teacher was reminding the class of what they should
be doing in terms of behaviour and actions. This links to the executive functioning aspect of
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ASD. Several references were made to Nest elements including visual reminders, timers and
voice scale directives.
A final meeting with related
service providers reinforced
much of what I have garnered
as to the benefits of Nest. The
main benefits of Nest are the
relationships between all
involved with the student. It is
easy to get buy in from
teachers to work with service
providers through the case
conference. It focuses
everyone’s attention on the student. Puts egos aside to work together. The benefits are
more qualitative rather than hard data.
This was another school where the teachers appeared genuinely engaged with their role
and enjoyed teaching. The lessons were motivating and engaging. I cannot say how much of
this is Nest and how much is not. Interestingly, I again saw more examples of disruptive
behaviour amongst the students with autism as observed yesterday at MS 442. I am
wondering if this is partly due to the age (hormones etc), new setting, change of peers and if
these students are late entries into the Nest program and thus have missed the critical early
years SDI sessions which have been shown to make a difference?
Acknowledgement and thanks to: Arin Rusch, Jess Saunders, Marina Levitan, Hera Yoon,
Dave Grosshandler, Jennifer Dhillon, Noah Garcia, Cari Jackson, Ariel Panto, Amanda
DeMarco, Lauren Harris, Stacey Billups, Lisa Bell-Lemm.
Lab High School for Collaborative Studies
Lab High School in Chelsea covers Grades 9 through 12. Lab HS has approximately 500
students with a Nest class in every grade. The other classes are predominantly ICT classes. In
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the Nest classes, they are the only students with an
IEP. Nest has been at the school for six years. My
visit was supported by the ASD Nest Coach at the
school, Algiers Brown. Lab HS is a streamed HS,
meaning students have to receive a 3 or higher on
the State exam to be able to attend. It is not a
specialised HS as such, but serves to prepare its
students for college and further education post
school. Three schools share this building, the
Museum School (another HS) and Lab Middle
School. The Middle School has a Nest program, and
most of the students from there move into the Nest program at the HS. There are three
High Schools in Manhattan that have Nest classes, Lab is one. The majority of the Nest
students from Lab HS go to college, both community college and University.
Given the location of the school, the majority of the population are white, middle class.
There are only a handful of African-American students, and a number of these are Nest
students. This lack of cultural diversity is also represented in the teacher workforce (only
two teachers of colour on staff). Students have to attend school within their geographic
“zone” but Nest students can go outside of their home zone to access a Nest program. This
poses another difficulty for the students – having to acclimate to a new setting, but also not
seeing their cultural background reflected in their school – sense of community and
belonging – tend to stick together.
Several students have entered the Nest program late, one enrolled in 11th Grade after
receiving his diagnosis at that time. Up to that point he and his parents were unaware of his
Autism. He was a student at the school and the staff saw some similarities between his
behaviour and that of other Nest students so spoke with his parents who sought a diagnosis.
As has been the case in other settings, the later the students enter the program, the more
difficulty they have with aspects of the program such as SDI.
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All teachers are encouraged to attend the courses provided by Hunter College and NYU and
to also attend the professional development offered by the ASD Nest Support team. Those
teachers who teach into the Nest program have all received the training. At the school, the
Nest teachers case conference weekly for each grade, discussing needs of students as they
arise.
At Lab, the Nest students have SDI sessions three times per week and Executive Functioning
sessions (also with the SLP) twice per week. Content for these sessions comes from
individual student needs and goals as listed in their IEP. (Apparently IEP’s can be used in
college, they don’t finish at the end of Grade 12). SDI sessions deal more generally with daily
stressors, how to build and maintain relationships with peers, navigating social media,
hygiene, dating etc.
I had several class visits across different content areas. In all of the classes though I didn’t
see a lot of the Nest principles in action. When I asked, Algiers said that the students didn’t
want these in their classrooms (voice scale, timers etc) so the school is respecting this and
not using such overt visuals. For the core area, Nest students stay together but they may be
separated for electives in the later years.
Acknowledgement and thanks to: Brooke Jackson, Algiers Brown
IS 96 Seth Low
Seth Low is a 6-9 Middle School located in Brooklyn. The school has only had Nest for four
years and has two classes in each grade. The building is a shared site with an elementary
charter school on the top floor. Approximately 35% of the school’s student population have
IEP’s. This includes students who are ELL (English Language Learners). All teachers, including
the Principal have undertaken Nest training. I was supported in my visit by Leah Sachs, the
Nest Coach at Seth Low.
A particular benefit of Nest as noted by the staff, was the flexibility it gave on how staff
were used. The School can use the Department of Education's Nest funding how they see fit.
IS 96 chose to employ more teachers, to give smaller class sizes, and employed a social
worker who is Nest specific. The social worker takes over some of the more administrative
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duties of a Nest Coach – talking with families, home visits, articulation paperwork, etc. This
releases the Nest Coach to support teachers in their practice.
As the Nest program expanded within the school the challenges differed. Initially, Year 1
was a learning curve in dealing with student’s behaviour. Years 2 and 3, as the program
expanded to 15 students, teachers didn’t feel confident in managing crises thus targeted
additional support was requested from and provided by the ASD Nest Support team. One
specific challenge noted by the school was the delivery of the SDI by the school’s SLP.
Delivering SDI, which deals with more the pragmatics of language as opposed to the more
traditional realms of SLP’s expertise was a challenge. But again, support from the ASD Nest
Team was utilised.

Feedback from teachers about Nest returned the following comments.
•

Nest is supportive of teachers. It’s just not just two teachers working together, but also
have the input of specialist service providers through the case conference.

•

Co-teaching is a big idea of Nest. The strategies learned by Nest teachers are good for all
students. Lesson can continue whilst one teacher supports or withdraws a student in the
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moment (behaviour) and can quickly write up a social story, comic strip, checklist on a
post-it, behaviour board – real-time implementation of response and support.
•

Emotional support is provided through co-teaching.

•

Values that are looked for when choosing a teacher to work in Nest – compassionate,
understanding of difference, open to learning, patience.

•

Securing buy-in from teachers – you have to ensure they understand what Nest is and
why it is happening in their school.

•

Strategies, structure and repetition helps maintain integrity of the model.

•

Increases level of empathy of peers and normalises difference

Acknowledgements and thanks to: Erin Lynch, Eileen Herusso, Leah Sachs

NYU Nest Support Team
The ASD Nest Program is supported by a team of professionals who provide a number of
varied support roles to all schools and staff in the Nest program. The ASD Nest Support Team
provides training, school support, workshops, and consultation for teachers, parents and
related service providers who work in the Department of Education's ASD Nest Program. I first
met with Brandy Stanfill-Hobbs (Director of Coaching) and Allison Graham Brown (Director
of Professional Development). Brandy works with elementary schools and Allison with
middle and high schools. Their role within the schools is to provide on-site consultation to
help teachers address social and academic difficulties of students in the ASD Nest program
classes.
Coaching Program
In the third year of the Nest program, the school can identify a staff member to take on the
Nest Coach role in the school - a special ed teacher who is usually a current member of the
team. Their role is to help with planning, observations, liaise with administration etc. There
is a strong coaching program provided by the Nest Support team. Five times per year all
coaches come to NYU for training. This training is facilitated discussion not NYU taking
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responsibility. The purpose is for schools to recognise that the expertise lies in the school.
NYU builds the capacity of the Coach to go back and build capacity of the team.
SDI - Social Development Intervention
The second meeting with Nest personnel was with Jules Csillag (SDI Support Specialist) and
Ginny Skar (also SDI Support Specialist). Both Jules and Ginny are licensed Speech Language
Pathologists (SLP's). Their role within the Nest Support is to provide on-site consultation to
fellow SLPs on their implementation of Social Development Intervention (SDI), support the
integration of clinical goals into the classroom setting, and develop collaborative practices
as members of multidisciplinary teams.
SDI is based on the work of Susan Brennan and draws from the work of academics from
Queens College - Sima Gerber, Steven Gutstein (declarative language), and Sally Rogers. It is
designed to encourage better collaboration between students and teachers. T The program
was developed with the help of autistic self-advocates to hear what did and would have
benefited them throughout their schooling. This reference to and utilisation of the autistic
community is a strong and emerging underpinning to the continued development and
refinement of the ASD Nest Program.
The role of the SLP in the SDI sessions is to facilitate and promote the development of social
and pragmatic language skills. SDI follows a developmental social pragmatic model developing capacities, relationship development and play skills. SDI is strengths-based,
utilises student interests and social strengths.
In Kindergarten to Grade 5, SDI has an emphasis on play, referencing, modelling,
highlighting pragmatics - (close to principles of DIR©Floortime (Greenspan & Wieder, 1998).
Five sessions per week (one per day) in Kindergarten lay the groundwork to form a positive
association with social experiences.
When moving into middle school, SDI looks more collaborative - apply and explore how to
work collectively. Activities to do this include STEM, cooking etc. There is a grounding
activity in every lesson - physical (developed in conjunction with the OT). In high school, the
focus shifts to self-advocacy, communications the student may need for post-school success
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and life participation. The sessions discuss ownership of their diagnosis, develop awareness
and knowledge of their own social needs and how to advocate for what they need.
School based SLP's undertake five full-day workshops with NYU Nest Support per year. They
also have 4-5 observations made each year by Nest Support staff. These inform each other what is noted in observations feeds into the focus of workshop etc.

NYC Department of Education
Today's meeting was with Lauren Hough (ASD
Nest), Loren Bolen (Executive Director, School
Support and Implementation) and Michelle
Netzler (Senior Director, Specialized
Programs, NYC Department of Education),
pictured here with me at Tweed Courthouse,
New York. The goals of the Department of
Education's Specialized Programs team are to
provide support to students across programs
and settings. The ASD team of the Specialized
Programs Division was established in response
to an increase in the prevalence of students
within NYC diagnosed with autism.
By way of background, the NYC Department of Education provides two specialised programs
for children with an Autism diagnosis, the ASD Nest Program and ASD Horizon
(https://www.schools.nyc.gov/special-education/school-settings/specialized- programs).
The Horizon program uses supports and instructional materials from Rethink Education
(https://www.rethinked.com/) and follows an 8-1-1 model (8 students-1 SE teacher-1
paraprofessional). Students with autism who are not able to access the regular curriculum,
or who have greater support and/or behavioural needs are enrolled in the Horizon program.
Schools will often take on both Nest and Horizon programs. The money for the Nest
Program, both the NYU Support team and individual schools, comes from the NYC
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Department of Education budget. Schools request city funding every five years. They don't
have to provide evidence to support continued funding application.
From the Department of Education's perspective, the benefits of Nest are:
•

Enhanced quality of life outcomes for Nest students – employment, tertiary study,
economic contributions and independent living.

•

Student achievement. Assessments across standardized state-mandated tests in math
and English Language Arts (ELA) returned data to suggest that, on these standardized
academic assessments, students with autism placed in the ASD Nest program performed
close to, or as well as, their typically developing peers, and at far higher levels than their
special education peers. “School districts using empirically based interventions, and a
push for inclusion of students on the autism spectrum with general education peers, are
witnessing better outcomes for students” (Krata & Hoff, 2015).

•

Teacher retention- teachers feel part of a supported community thus remain in the
profession and in their school for longer.

•

Positive impact on entire school community! Difference is normalised and celebrated.

NYU Connections
I met today with Dr Kristie Patten Koenig from NYU. Dr. Patten Koenig is an occupational
therapist, with a PhD in Educational Psychology who examines the efficacy of interventions
utilised in public schools for children and adolescents with autism spectrum disorders.
Dr Koenig assisted in the development of the NYU Connections program. This program is for
students enrolled at NYU who identify as living with Autism. The program has at present
approximately 40 student who partake in its activities. These students are registered with
the Moses Centre at the University. The Moses Centre is the hub for disability support for
staff and students at NYU. https://www.nyu.edu/students/communities-andgroups/students-with-disabilities.html
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The NYU Connections program involves the students
meeting with a mentor from the Moses Centre once a
week. This meeting allows them opportunities to
discuss issues ranging from assessments and
university workload to social events and the like
offered by the University. The focus of the meetings
is in promoting self-advocacy on the part of the
student. The Connections program also offers its
members a monthly gathering, which is a social
event, sometimes with guest speakers from the
autism community. The focus for the Connections
Program is on quality of life and preparation for life
after University/College.
Following our discussion, I became more aware of the critical need to utilise the voice of the
student and listen to what they want and need from the University in order to be successful.
These students are also involved in the Nest program - they will act as mentors to Nest
students who are in middle and high school by visiting or Skyping into the SDI sessions in
these schools to offer support and suggestions to the school students. Several of the NYU
Connections students are past students from the Nest program.

WHAT THEN, IS “THIS”?
Returning to the question that was the driver of my visits in New York City, this, is Nest. An
inclusive model of education for students with autism that celebrates their strengths,
validates their challenges, and has a strong focus on teaching social behaviours to support
an independent, high-quality life. A model that supports, excites and develops the
professional practices of teachers and school staff. A model that empowers students to be
advocates of change for their community. A model that provides hope and support for
families and siblings. Nest is a “nurturing home that provides structure, support, and
services in order to succeed” (Koenig et al., 2009, p. 6)
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CONCLUSIONS
My aim for my Fellowship was twofold. Firstly, to investigate a best-practice inclusive
education model for children and young people with autism, the ASD Nest Model, and
secondly, examine the feasibility of implementing this model in Australian schools. My
Fellowship observations witnessed multiple benefits for all stakeholders involved in the ASD
Nest Model – students, teachers, families, peers, indeed entire school communities.
For students with autism, placement in a Nest class sees them better supported;
academically with two teachers in the class by way of the co-teaching model, socially by
being engaged with their same aged peers, and emotionally as they are connected to a
community of learners and encouraged to take risks knowing they are accepted and
supported by their school community. Longitudinal data collected by the NYC Department
of Education reports Nest students as showing improved test scores and improved
attendance. Enhanced quality of life measures reports long term societal benefits of the
Nest program. The short-term cost is offset by the long-term economic benefit of having
employees that contribute to the workforce, and pay taxes. The Nest program is developed
with and by autistic people. Older students act as mentors for younger students entering
the program. This ownership of the program by the autism community demonstrates
respect for experience and knowledge that only a person with autism can provide.
For teachers and school communities, the Nest use of the co-teaching model illustrates true
collaboration. Teachers receive emotional support through the co-teaching model, building
skills and confidence as they share in the teaching process and learn from each other. This
support from colleagues combined with the Nest principle of weekly team case
conferencing results in less turnover of staff due to the connection and support they are
given by the professional school community. By sharing expertise and utilising the principle
of Nest that demands instruction through evidence-based practice, co-teachers bring their
strategies to bear for all students. The evidence-based practices used in the program, the
Nest elements, benefit all students, not just those with autism. The provision of ongoing
training and support through regular professional development is a further benefit for
teachers. They begin in the Nest program having undertaken professional learning specific
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to the needs of students with autism and they continue receive ongoing professional
development from the NYU ASD Nest Support Team for as long as is needed.
A significant benefit of the ASD Nest program can be seen by the impact it has on peers of
students on the spectrum. Within Nest school communities, and beyond to local
communities, autism and disability is normalised. Diversity is accepted and celebrated.
Peers grow alongside their classmates with autism, sharing in their experiences and
oftentimes unique challenges. Through the design of the Nest program, inclusion can be
realised with diverse groups of children and young people being educated together. In the
same space, using the same curriculum, with the same teachers. Not different, just unique!
The Nest model facilitates the development of friendships and social inclusion as a result of
its focus on social/emotional learning. The regular SDI sessions for Nest students are seen as
part of the norm by peers as from Kindergarten children are withdrawn for a number of
services so their peers don't see anything different to SDI withdrawal. This connection to
others is further evidence of the Nest programs contribution to the quality of life for
students with autism.
A number of benefits to families occur through their involvement in the Nest program. The
Parent workshops run in schools by the Nest Coaches and NYU ASD Nest Support Team
serve as good opportunities to bring parents together to learn about various ways to
support their child. These workshops also provide a forum for sharing concerns, issues etc
with like-minded parents. Being part of the Nest community opens the eyes of parents to
the different ways of learning, shared experiences and creates a sense of community. One
teacher shared a comment from a parent who said "It's because of you I know my son"!
Also, many parent workshops afford the opportunity to validate the practices they are using
with their child. This affirmation of parenting is so often needed by parents who may feel
they are not doing the best for their child.
With respect to the feasibility of implementing the ASD Nest model in Australian schools,
evidence from Aarhus, Denmark suggests this is possible. The Danish model of Nest adheres
to the elements of the true Nest model, yet allows for cultural flexibility, such as greater
student autonomy in learning and less adherence to the true Nest model. As witnessed
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throughout my fellowship, every school has its own culture which is going to be different.
The key to successful implementation of the Nest model then is to not try to change the
culture to fit the model, rather use the flexibility of the Nest model to engage with this
diversity. It was evident from my visits to schools and PPR in Aarhus, that political and
financial support is necessary to implement and sustain a true Nest program.
In summary, the benefits of having a successful framework, such as the ASD Nest Model, for
educating students with Autism in mainstream classrooms alongside their peers are
numerous and well recognised. Such a framework facilitates:
Personal benefits – responds to the unique strengths and challenges of individual students
with Autism and their families, promoting quality of life, enhancing self-efficacy, developing
social skills, social communication, and social relationships.
Societal benefits – Successful schooling secures long- term, national, economic benefit –
persons contributing to workforce, upholds the principles and rights of the United Nations
and National education policy.
Professional benefits – enhances the capacities of schools to provide quality education for
all students, allows for the development of professional development modules for teacher
training.
Yet, despite being a signatory to the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability,
which states all children have the right to access inclusive, free, quality education, Australia
requires greater effort to include children and young people with Autism effectively in
education. As a system, we continue to move students with autism into more segregated
and restrictive environments, with schools reporting such students as difficult to teach, or
hard to manage. But is this simply a knee-jerk reaction rather than a proactive, measured
response to a growing international concern.
Perhaps a better long-term solution would be to develop the skills of teachers and school
communities in responding to the unique and oftentimes idiosyncratic needs of students
with autism. One of the ASD Nest model’s inclusion paradigms states ‘If children do not
learn in the ways we teach them, we must teach them in ways that they learn’. Educational
sectors have a responsibility to build capacity within education settings through
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empowerment and sharing of expertise by targeted professional learning and
implementation of models of education that are inclusive for all students, such as the ASD
Nest Model.
“What inclusive education argues is that no matter how much ‘special’ or ‘individualised’
support we offer to individual students, inclusion won’t become a reality for all students
unless we reform how we do education” (Spandagou, 2020, p. 53).
The implementation of the ASD Nest model into Australian schools poses a number of nonnegotiable considerations. These factors would need to be carefully considered by policy
makers and sector level decision makers when determining the feasibility of implementing
Nest in Australia. None, however, are insurmountable and do not preclude the genuine
discussion of Nest implementation in Australian schools.
Structural change - Nest is a co-teaching model, one general and one special education
trained teacher per class with no paraprofessional, with smaller class sizes (24-26 including
4-6 Nest students) thus implementation would require a significant shift from existing
classroom structures? The impact and cost for schools would have to be considered.
Cost – The initial cost of setting up a Nest class is expensive but cost savings emerge over
the longer term (5-6 years). The cost of having two teachers can be offset by the negated
cost of a paraprofessional as they are not required in a Nest model classroom. An
implementation of a Nest model would require a detailed cost analysis, but consideration
must be afforded to the long-term economic and societal cost benefits of the model’s
implementation.
Population - The ASD Nest model is targeted toward students who are higher functioning
(IQ, verbal communication) and can access the curriculum with little adjustment. Questions
arise as to the applicability of the model for students with higher support needs. Is this
possible and, if so, can it be done whilst maintaining the integrity of the current model.
Buy-in from staff - Buy-in from teachers has to address the recognition that learning has to
be personalised, based on what the students need, and that space has to be created for
teachers to take risks. That lessons could and should look different. This can be achieved
through targeted professional learning and development for schools and teachers.
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Therapy services attached to the school – Social Development Intervention (SDI) sessions
are central to the Nest model, occurring daily in Kindergarten then three times per week in
the following years. For these to occur, a Speech Language Pathologist must be available on
site.
Leadership support – Strong leadership is required to support this whole of school initiative
and associated teacher release for meetings and professional development. Release
allocations for staff to undertake Regular Case Conferences has to be made available.
Existing structures of school – Any school implementing Nest must have an underpinning
culture of inclusion already in existence. The Positive Behaviour Support framework needs
to be in use within the school, and staff need to be committed to Nest implementation.
Professional development – Training in the Nest model and understandings of autism, both
initial and ongoing, must be made available for all school staff. Support and training have to
be provided by a Nest Support Team which is funded by the education sector
Inclusion of parents/school community - schools agree to provide parent workshops on a
range of topics as necessary.
Autistic advocacy - Education sectors agree to utlise the expertise and voice of the of autistic
community in program development
A significant challenge of my Fellowship was obtaining evidence of long-term impact of the
ASD Nest model. It was made evident through observations and interviews across my
Fellowship that one of the primary benefits for students of enrolment in the Nest program
are the improvements it gives to their quality of life. Aside from anecdotal evidence from
staff and families, little evidentiary data was available. This is an issue the ASD Nest Support
Team are aware of and responding to, with a number of research studies currently being
undertaken to track these more intangible outcomes for Nest students, teachers and their
families. Further research is planned to measure systems level change, such as school
culture and ethos, to respond to the question of “How do you know the model is working?”
Given the anecdotal evidence of improved teacher satisfaction via their involvement in the
Nest program, the way is open for the development of innovative and authentic ways to
measure impact that cannot be reflected in statistics, such as teacher happiness, wellbeing
and satisfaction.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
The following recommendations are directed toward policy makers in the three education
sectors, Public, Catholic and Independent.
•

Acknowledge the findings and recommendations of the 2017 NSW Legislative Council
Portfolio Committee No.3 Report into the Education of students with a disability or
special needs in New South Wales. Specifically, Recommendation 1, “That the NSW
Government formalise a presumption applicable to all New South Wales schools that a
child is to be educated in an inclusive mainstream setting, unless there are compelling
individual reasons for other arrangements” (Portfolio Committee No.3, 2017, p. xi).

•

Reflect this acknowledgement by undertaking investigations into innovative methods to
support such recommendations, including those as they relate to students living with
Autism.

•

Support a pilot of the integrated co-teaching model in a kindergarten class in 2021, with
the view to implementing a Nest class in 2021. This class would be taught by two special
education trained teachers and a mix of students. 20 students including 4-5 students
with additional learning needs. Support and professional development would be
afforded to the school by the University of Sydney.

•

Establish a reference group of qualified persons, led by autistic self-advocates, to inform
and monitor the establishment of the ASD Nest model, initially in New South Wales with
a view to national implementation.

As a Churchill Fellow, I commit to the following recommendations:
•

Share the benefits of the ASD Nest Program by speaking at conferences, talking with
peak bodies and stakeholders, sharing with my network and continuing to drive culture
change in my current role.

•

Create an 'Agents of Change' network to drive the piloting of a Nest inspired program in
New South Wales.

•

Apply for grants to support the research of Nest implementation in Australia.

•

Maintain ongoing communication with NYU ASD Nest staff.
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DISSEMINATION
I plan to circulate this report amongst my professional networks, all the people I met and
communicated with in preparation for, and during, my Fellowship journey, and targeted,
senior personnel in the three education sectors in NSW. As my Fellowship was undertaken
during a period of Special Studies Leave from my University position, I am required to draft
a report for my Head of School and give a presentation to Faculty staff of my Fellowship
outcomes. This report and presentation will share the findings and recommendations from
my Fellowship with my colleagues and peers. I am currently writing a book about Cultural
Representation of Autism, and have invited Dr Koenig to author the chapter representing
the United States. Her chapter will reference the ASD Nest Support model. I plan to write
journal articles and participate in media opportunities to promote the ASD Nest program in
Australia in an attempt to raise awareness in families and education sector personnel.

IMPLEMENTATION
Meetings with senior personnel at the NSW Department of Education to discuss a pilot
implementation plan for the Nest Program in one school in NSW. This school would be
supported by staff from the University of Sydney as well as the ASD Nest Support team in
New York. Funding for this initiative will be secured through applications for grants. The first
grant application will be made to the NSW Department of Education Disability Strategy
Innovation Program in February 2020. A second grant application will be made to the
Spencer Foundation in November 2020.
I have organised to visit with the NYU ASD Nest Project Support team in February 2020
when I attend the bi-annual ASD Nest conference in NYC. Aaron Lanou (Co-Director ASD
Nest) has accepted my invitation to be a keynote speaker at the 2020 Successful Learning
Conference (Sydney, 29-30 June), of which I am part of the Organising Committee. During
his visit, Aaron will meet with Department of Education personnel to discuss the
implementation plan for Nest in Australian schools.
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GLOSSARY / ABBREVIATIONS / DEFINITIONS
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): is a complex neurodevelopmental disorder. For diagnosis,
a person must have deficits in social communication and social interaction alongside
restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviours, interests or activities.
Autism: see above.
DSM V: The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition is the 2013
update to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, the taxonomic and
diagnostic tool published by the American Psychiatric Association.
Inclusive education: when all students, regardless of any challenges they may have, are
placed in age-appropriate general education classes that are in their own neighbourhood
schools to receive high-quality instruction, interventions, and supports that enable them to
meet success in the core curriculum (Bui, Quirk, Almazan, & Valenti, 2010; Alquraini & Gut,
2012).
Nest elements: include class size, co-teaching model, targeted goal areas, social
development curriculum, home-school connection, specialised preservice training, teaming,
ongoing site support, additional learning opportunities.
Social development intervention (SDI): SDI focuses on social communication, social
problem solving, social skills, and pragmatic language development, and aims to promote
the development of intrinsically motivated social interaction across environments.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1
ASD Nest Overview
Background
• Understand NY education system and context. Provision for all students. How the education
system works?
Establishment of Nest
• Buy-in from stakeholders – who, how. Was this buy-in only for initial setup or ongoing?
• Who were opposed at the outset? What were they saying?
• What were the challenges faced in setting up the model? How were these challenges
addressed?
Model
• Background – when and why it was developed
• What is the model?
• Who is the model designed for?
• What doesn’t it do?
• Practicalities of implementation
• Capacity building of stakeholders
• Structural environment
• Staffing
Policy
• What policy does the model work within?
• Imperative initiatives
Stakeholders
• Who are the main stakeholders?
• How do you manage their individual agendas?
Resources
• Human resourcing
• Technology
• Equipment
Curriculum
• Access to the curriculum?
• Reporting on outcomes
Impact
• Impact of model on learning (student, parent, teachers, admin)
• Teacher confidence/capacity?
• Student well-being – attendance, behaviour
• Workload – teacher and School Administrator
• Impact on peers – academic and social
• Evidence of impact – students, staff, teachers (including attitude), parents, broader systemic
impact, community/societal change
• Post-school benefits?
• Impact for families (parental employment, transfer of skills to home)
• What has happened to general specialist provisions at the system level – policy, financial?
• Perceptions of disability?
• Any by-products or unanticipated outcomes?
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Sustainability
• Maintenance of workload demands
• Ongoing support – new staff
• Ongoing nature of the program, how is it maintained (financially also)
Research/Evidence
• Data to support impact (see above)
Portability
• Arhuus (Denmark)
• Process of implementation – actions, timeline etc
• Issues in translation to different education system
• Cultural specifics of the model that required consideration
• What questions to ask?
Professional Learning/NYU
• Teacher professional development programs
• How does this work?
Collaborative research opportunities
• Future opportunities for collaborative research – NYU/University of Sydney/NYC
Department of Education /NSW Department of Education
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