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A B S T R A C T

Background: Student well-being, though widely researched, continues to be a poorly defined
concept. Few student well-being studies focus on students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD),
who may have a poorer sense of well-being compared to typically developing students.
Aims: The current study aims to explore the conceptualisation, barriers, and ways to enhance the
well-being of students with ASD from their perspectives.
Methods and procedures: Photovoice, a participatory research method was used to elicit the views
of 16 high school students with ASD to explore the concept of well-being. Data analysis was
conducted using a grounded theory approach.
Outcomes and results: Students conceptualised well-being as multidimensional, identified sensory
barriers, social barriers, and barriers that were associated with learning, and several external and
internal assets that could support their well-being.
Conclusions and implications: To promote well-being, barriers should be mitigated, while external
and internal assets developed. Researchers should also consider the use of Photovoice to enable
students’ meaningful participation in research studies.

What this paper adds?

There is significant literature on student well-being. However, there is a dearth of literature focusing specifically on the well-being
of students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). This study contributes to literature by exploring the notion of and ways to enhance
the well-being of students with ASD from the perspective of students themselves. Educational practices that could potentially improve
the well-being of these students are discussed. Photovoice as a viable research technique to engage students with ASD in research is
also considered.

1. Introduction

In recent years, there has been a considerable amount of attention on student well-being (Simmons, Graham, & Thomas, 2015).
This stems from increasing awareness of the impact that well-being has on students’ academic performance and their adult outcomes
(Alridge et al., 2016). Despite the growing number of research studies dedicated to student well-being, the concept remains poorly
defined (Powell & Graham, 2017). Some argue that student well-being refers to a student’s satisfaction with school, and experiences
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of more positive as compared to negative emotions (Diener, 2009; Hascher, 2003), while others believe that opportunities to pursue
meaningful goals in school provide students with a sense of well-being (Keyes & Annas, 2009). The lack of a uniform definition might
have impeded efforts to assess and enhance students’ well-being (Soutter, O’Steen, & Gilmore, 2014). Similarly, while there is a
general agreement that student well-being consists of multiple domains, disagreement exists about the number and type of domains
(Danker, Strnadova, & Cumming, 2016). Moreover, there is a significant gap in the literature on the well-being of students with
autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Due to characteristics of ASD, such as social communication and restricted and repetitive behaviours
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013), it is likely that students with ASD, as compared to their typically developing peers, have
different school experiences which could affect their well-being. Greater efforts are needed to better understand the well-being of
students with ASD to increase the possibility that they attain successful educational outcomes.

Recognising that children are experts in their own lives, and the rights of all children to have a say on issues concerning them, as
articulated in the United Nations (CRC) (1989) and the United Nations (CRPD) (2006), researchers are increasingly consulting
students’ views in student well-being research (Graham, Powell, & Truscott, 2016). Further, there has been a proliferation of studies
indicating that children, including those with disabilities, have the capacity to participate meaningfully in research with the use of
appropriate research methods (Cheak-Zamora, Teti, & Maurer-Batjer, 2018; Danker, Strnadova, & Cumming, 2017; Foley et al.,
2012). Despite the growing number of student well-being research studies that focused on students’ perspectives, to the authors’
knowledge, none have sought the views of students with ASD.

The exclusion of students with ASD from research may be due to the difficulties that researchers face in eliciting their views.
Researchers using traditional qualitative research methods, such as interviews and focus group discussions, have often cited char-
acteristics associated with ASD as barriers to the students’ participation (Harrington, Foster, Rodger, & Ashburner, 2014). Harrington
et al. (2014) explored the school experiences of eight mainstream high school students with ASD through interviews and shared that
the meaningful engagement of students with ASD in interviews may have been hampered by their difficulties with recalling past
events, staying on the research topic, and delays in processing and responding to interview questions. Likewise, recognising that
students with ASD might feel anxious during interviews, Humphrey and Lewis (2008) included the use of pupil diaries as a form of
data collection in their study on the experiences of students with ASD in mainstream high schools. Subsequently, using student
drawings was included as a data collection method, though not initially planned, as the researchers realised that a student’s drawings
provided a deep insight into his life in school.

Consequently, researchers examining issues concerning students with ASD have often resorted to seeking the perspectives of
important adults in students’ lives, such as teachers and parents (Mandleco, 2013). Adults’ views are undoubtedly important, but
without providing an opportunity for students with ASD to have a say about matters concerning them, the validity of the research
findings may be at risk, as the interpretations and conclusions drawn from the findings provide only a limited picture of the issues
related to students with ASD (Thomson, 2008). Thus, researchers are responsible for understanding the needs of students with ASD
and mitigate the barriers preventing their meaningful participation in research (Ellis, 2017).

1.1. Using Photovoice with students with ASD

One possible method of including students’ with ASD perspectives in qualitative research studies is through utilising Photovoice.
Photovoice may be a viable participatory research method to engage students with ASD meaningfully in research. Participants
involved in Photovoice take photographs of their daily lives (Akkerman, Janssen, Kef, & Meininger, 2014). The main goals of
Photovoice are: (a) to enable individuals to record and consider community strengths and issues, (b) to stimulate critical dialogue
about community issues through photograph discussions, and (c) to engage policy makers and stakeholders (Povee, Bishop, &
Roberts, 2014).

Typically, there are six stages in Photovoice research (Povee et al., 2014). First, researchers identify a group of individuals who
will be undertaking the research. Next, the researchers and participants decide a theme to investigate. Following that, the individuals
take photographs related to the theme. Then, the researchers print the photographs and with the participants, select photographs to
enable contextualisation. In stage five, the participants and researchers code and determine themes and issues occurring in all
photographs. Lastly, researchers and the participants disseminate the research findings to a target audience.

Traditional research methods such as interviews rely heavily on verbal language, and thus may be ill-suited for individuals with
ASD, who may have difficulties communicating verbally. For instance, Harrington et al. (2014) reported that one of the participants
responded to interview questions with one to three words, and interviewers needed to adjust their communication style by using
simple and unambiguous language to suit the participant’s communication abilities. Similarly, while pupil diaries such as those used
in the study conducted by Humphrey and Lewis do not require participants to communicate verbally, they may need to write.
However, research has indicated that many students with ASD dislike writing (Saggers, 2015), hence, other research methods need to
be explored. In contrast, Photovoice as compared to interviews and pupil diaries, relies less on participants’ verbal fluency and ability
to read or write, and has the potential to provide researchers with an authentic view of the research topic by capturing and conveying
the point of view of the individual who took the photograph (Jones, 2013). The use of photographs to support communication may be
more appropriate for individuals with ASD, as they tend to have visual strengths (Lamb, Firbank, & Aldous, 2014). Photographs could
act as concrete and visual prompts in discussing abstract concepts (Mandleco, 2013). Cheak-Zamora et al. (2018) who used Pho-
tovoice to explore youth’s with ASD perspectives on becoming an adult explained that photographs assisted the discussion by en-
abling the participants to transition from describing the picture to other aspects of their lives. Photovoice could also foster in-
dividuals’ with ASD research engagement and participation by actively engaging them during the research process by collecting data
for a research study (Danker, Strnadová, & Cumming (2017). Having taken the photographs themselves, they may be more interested
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in sharing their views about their photographs and be less likely to digress from the research topic to speak at length about their
restricted interests.

Individuals with ASD may experience anxiety and distress when engaging in interviews due to the need to maintain eye contact in
conversations with others (e.g., Loyd, 2015), leading to their withdrawal from the study. The use of photographs during photo-
elicitation prevents this, as the participant’s and interviewer’s attention are focused on the photographs (Bugos et al., 2014).
Therefore, researchers adopting Photovoice are better able to negotiate the barriers to the participation of students with ASD in
research more effectively, providing a greater opportunity for these often-silenced individuals to have a voice.

The current study uses Photovoice to shed light on the well-being of students with ASD. The study was conducted in Sydney,
Australia to explore the conceptualisation, barriers, and ways to enhance the well-being of students with ASD from their perspective,
as well as that of their parents and teachers. The research questions guiding the part of the study focusing on students’ perspectives,
which is presented in this article, were:

(a) What constitutes well-being for students with ASD?
(b) What do students with ASD identify as barriers to their well-being?
(c) What do students with ASD identify as internal and external assets of well-being?

2. Method

2.1. The research process

Following approval from (the University of New South Wales Research Ethics Committee and Department of Education, emails
were sent to all mainstream high schools in Sydney, Australia. Eight principals consented to collaborating in this study. A teacher who
was tasked by the principalin each school to be in charge of coordinating the research, invited teachers of students with ASD, and
parents or caregivers of these children to participate. They were assured that participation was voluntary and that no incentives
would be provided for their participation. Parents or caregivers provided written consent for their child’s participation. The re-
cruitment criteria for a student’s participation were as follows: (a) a severity rating of Level 1: Requiring support if the diagnosis was
based on DSM-V (American Psychiatric Association, 2013); or Asperger’s Disorder if the diagnosis was based on DSM-IV-TR
(American Psychiatric Association, 2000), (b) ability to communicate verbally, (c) attend mainstream high schools, (d) own and have
the ability to take photographs using devices such as the iPad, smartphone, or digital camera. The ability to communicate verbally
was included as a criterion as students would still need to be able to discuss the photographs that they have taken. To the researchers’
knowledge, this criterium did not prevent participation as all potential participants were able to communicate verbally. Interviews
were carried out in each school once all signed consent forms were returned. Students with ASD were given an easy-to-read parti-
cipant information statement and consent form during the first meeting with the interview. They provided their verbal and written
consent.

A total of 15 boys and one girl from seven mainstream high schools participated in this study (see Table 1 for students’ demo-
graphics). Pseudonyms are used to ensure anonymity. The participating students’ average age was 14.3 years, ranging from 13 to 17
years. Three students were diagnosed with Asperger’s Disorder, one was diagnosed with ASD and intellectual disability (ID), another
student was diagnosed with ASD and attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and the rest had ASD. In total, 10 of them
attended all lessons in mainstream classes while the remaining students spent some of their time in support units. On average, the
students spent 70% of their time in mainstream classes, ranging from 10% to 100%. Students in this study who spent most of their
time in support units were those who were unable to cope with the environmental stimuli in mainstream classes, such as higher noise

Table 1
Demographics of students.

Student’s Code School’s Location (Sydney) School’s Code Age Gender Year Level Diagnosis Time Spent in Mainstream Classes (%)

Barry Northern N3 13 Male 7 ASD 10
Luke Northern N3 13 Male 8 ASD 10
Mark Northern N4 13 Male 8 ASD 100
Matt Northern N4 13 Male 8 ASD 100
Tom Northern N5 13 Male 7 Asperger’s Disorder 100
Harry Northern N5 13 Male 7 ASD 100
John Northern N1 14 Male 9 ASD 40

Mild ID
Sam Northern N1 14 Male 8 ASD 10
Andy Northern N2 14 Male 8 ASD and AD/HD 100
George Northern N3 14 Male 8 ASD 10
Fred Northwestern NW1 14 Male 9 ASD 100
Xavier Northwestern NW1 14 Male 8 Asperger's Disorder 100
Jess Northern N6 14 Female 8 Asperger’s Disorder 100
James Northern N1 15 Male 10 ASD 40
Tim Northern N4 16 Male 10 ASD 100
Nate Northern N4 17 Male 11 ASD 100
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levels and having more peers in the classroom than in the support units.

2.2. Meetings with students

There were two individual meetings with each student and the interviewer. The meetings were digitally audio recorded with the
student’s consent. The objectives of the first meeting were (a) to establish rapport with students, (b) provide an explanation of their
involvement in the project, (c) ensure students knew how to take photographs with their own devices (e.g., digital cameras,
smartphones, iPods), and transfer the photographs to a USB flash drive, and (d) discuss ethical concerns about photograph-taking in
school. These objectives were accomplished by using PowerPoint slides to explain to the students what their involvement would
entail, how to take photographs and transfer them to the computer, and rules on taking photographs in school (please contact the
authors for copies of the PowerPoint slides). Samples of Photovoice project were also shown to the students (please contact the
authors for copies of the sample). These PowerPoint slides were printed and given to the students to ensure that they could refer to
them should they wish to. To ensure that students knew how to take photographs with their devices, they were provided with some
time during the first meeting to take photographs of objects within their immediate environment. All except one student refused,
insisting that they knew how to take photographs. This was not a concern to the researchers as a few students showed the researcher
photographs that they have previously taken on their phones, and others explained that they have had the experience of taking many
photographs. Although most students knew how to transfer the images onto a USB drive, a few did not know how to do so. In these
cases, their teachers or parents willingly assisted them with the process. The students were told that should take no more than 10
photographs of each of the following three aspects: (a) what is a good life in school, (b) what assists them in having a good life in
school, and (c) what stops them from experiencing a good life in school. The term ‘good life’ is a general expression and that enables
students to define it in their own ways (Foley et al., 2012; Scott, Foley, Bourke, Leonard, & Girdler, 2014). Hence, it was used in lieu
of ‘student well-being’. Further, researchers such as Foley et al. (2012) and Scott et al. (2014) have also used the term ‘good life’ in
their study exploring the concept of well-being from the perspectives of children and youth with disabilities. They were asked to
transfer the photographs that they took onto a USB flash drive provided by the researcher. Students were assured of the anonymity of
their photographs and were to obtain verbal consent before photographing anyone. The students were told that they would be given a
week to take the photographs and they should ask for a teacher’s permission before taking any photographs. Students were told that
they could substitute the photographs with web-based images if they had difficulty taking a photograph. For example, they may wish
to take photographs of instances of bullying, however, it may be unsafe for them to do so, and hence, in such cases, web-based images
may be accepted. While the purpose of Photovoice is to give vulnerable populations a voice through the photographs that they take,
the authors allowed for the use of web-based images as they understand that the protocol needed to be flexible to enable students
with ASD to participate more meaningfully in the research study (Ha & Whittaker, 2016).

The second meeting with each student was scheduled between two weeks to two months after the first meeting, depending on the
schools’ availability. Before the second meeting took place, the first author contacted the teacher-in-charge of the project to ensure
that students had taken the photographs and were ready for the second meeting. Photographs were viewed using the interviewer’s
tablet and they were asked questions such as "What does this photo show?", "What is happening here", "How did you feel at that
time?", "Can you tell me more about it?". On average, the students took seven photographs. Three students forgot to take photographs,
hence their interviews were conducted without any photographs. Two students chose to use internet images instead of taking their
own photographs as they were afraid of unintentionally breaking the rules of taking photographs in school. The same elicitation
technique was used for these students as with those who took their own photographs.

Students were asked additional questions (interview protocol available upon request) if they were not discussed during photo-
elicitation. The interviews ranged from 16.02min to 61.32min and lasted on average 25.92min. Only four students expressed their
interest in reading their transcript for member-checking by providing their emails. However, none responded when their transcripts
were emailed to them.

Photovoice was slightly modified in this study to better suit the needs of students with ASD. Instead of working as a group to
identify a theme to investigate, students were asked to take photographs related to their well-being, as they were recruited from
various schools at different points in time. Working individually may also be more suited for students with ASD, as they may find
groupwork stressful due to their communication issues. It was predicted that getting students to code and identify themes derived
from their photographs would be too time-consuming. Thus, to prevent this study from interfering with their schoolwork, the stu-
dents did not code and identify themes. Lastly, as students with ASD may be uncomfortable presenting complex research finding to
policy makers, they were assured that their views on their well-being would be conveyed to the school via a report.

2.3. Data analysis

Grounded theory approaches were used to analyse the data. Data collection and analyses occurred simultaneously, with each
informing and focussing the other in an iterative process (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007). The first researcher manually transcribed the
interviews. Photographs were matched to the students’ interviews and inserted into relevant parts of their transcripts (Jurkowski,
2008). The transcripts were thoroughly read before qualitative coding was carried out (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Coding enabled
reflexive data engagement by continuous questioning of what the codes implied, prevented preconceived ideas to be imposed, and
focussed the researchers’ attention on possible areas to explore in the subsequent data collection (Charmaz, 2017). Open coding,
whereby data were broken apart and codes to represent the blocks of raw data, was carried out in the first stage of the coding process.
The first and second author independently coded the first student’s interview, then compared their codes. Coding discrepancies were
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resolved through discussions involving all three authors. Following that, the first author carried out open coding on the rest of the
transcripts. The second author then reviewed all the codes and analysis was adjusted to resolve any discrepancies through discus-
sions, until all researchers were satisfied with the codes.

Open and axial coding was conducted in the second stage of the analysis process. In this stage, sub-categories were identified by
relating codes to one another (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). For example, a student spoke of liking his teachers, “I do like the teachers.
They’re nice”. This excerpt was coded as likes teacher. Another student explained why he likes his teachers, saying, “She’s just funny
and helpful”. This excerpt was coded as reasons students like teachers. Therefore, the codes likes teachers and reasons students like
teachers were related and placed into the sub-category favourite teachers.

Categories were then created in the third stage by grouping sub-categories that were related to a topic together. For instance, the
sub-categories favourite teachers and having friends formed the category social network at school. This was followed by the creation of
sub-themes by grouping categories that were related together and themes that comprised of sub-themes that were related. For
example, the categories social network at school and social interactions formed the sub-theme social well-being. Similar to the first stage,
the second author reviewed all the sub-categories, categories, sub-themes, and themes to increase credibility of this study. Memos
were written and shared throughout the coding process by the first and second authors. This enabled sustained data engagement,
refinement and improvement of codes, and critical examinations of the researchers’ assumptions (Charmaz, 2014). Additionally,
diagrams were utilised to allow the data to be conceptualised visually and demonstrated how sub-themes, categories, and sub-
categories related to one another (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). To triangulate data interpretation, the diagrams that were created were
shared among the researchers of this study.

3. Results

In total, the students provided 114 images. Of these, 24 were web-based, while the rest were photographs taken by the students.
Data analysis led to the identification of 507 codes, 131 sub-categories, 31 categories, 12 sub-themes, and four themes. The first
theme “Domains of student well-being” describes the domains of student well-being as conceptualised by the 16 students. The second
theme “Barriers to student well-being” is about the factors that the students perceived as obstacles preventing them from experi-
encing a sense of well-being. The third theme “Supporting students with ASD to enhance their well-being” details places, activities,
things, people, and school that contribute to students’ well-being.

3.1. Theme 1: domains of student well-being

The students perceived well-being at school as multidimensional consisting of four domains, namely, emotional well-being, social
well-being, academic well-being, and well-becoming. Emotional well-being describes the positive and negative emotions that stu-
dents face in school and ways to cope with negative emotions. Social well-being focuses on the student’s social network in school.
Academic well-being refers to students’ learning in school, while well-becoming describes students’ plans for the future and their
ambitions.

3.1.1. Emotional well-being
A total of four photographs and one web-based image were identified to depict their emotional well-being. Six students thought

that experiencing positive emotions, such as having fun and happiness in school, was crucial. Harry took a photograph of a dog,
expressed that dogs were always happy and he wanted to be “that happy” in school. John explained that if he was happy he “can be
educated more”. Many students enjoyed school and six students indicated that they preferred going to school to staying at home.
Their preference for school was due to the increased opportunity to learn, obtain support from school community members and
socialise with their friends. Further, George reasoned that his current enjoyment of school is because he understands that attending
school and receiving an education could help him in future:

… you’ve got to learn, you’ve got to get a career, so if I have to go to school, I would just – I do go to school because it will give me
a job, application, a good degree to get a job ahead of me.

Two students could not articulate the reasons for enjoying school, while four students preferred staying at home, and two students
preferred attending their kindergartens and primary schools. Four students shared that a high workload, bullying by peers, and
studying subjects that were not useful for post-school life contributed to their dislike of school.

Three students discussed negative emotions and the strategies used to cope with them. Mark shared that playing truancy helped
him to manage his mental breakdowns and suicidal thoughts. Other strategies mentioned included confiding in someone and calming
down through the use of time-out cards, listening to music, and watching “helicopter leaves” spin. George photographed “helicopter
leaves” and said, “You get a bunch, and throw it in the air, and they spin like a helicopter. Like a propeller…It’s nice. It’s relaxing." A
few students also found several places in school such as the school garden and library useful in generating calmness. Contrarily, Tom
did not find any places in school that could effectively alleviate overwhelming feelings. He photographed his room, explaining that he
had to retreat to his room when he came back from school, “…because it’s somewhere to be by myself if there’s too much, so I can just
come home and be like…(exhales) phew”. The students thus used a plethora of strategies to cope with their negative emotions.

3.1.2. Social well-being
All except one student spoke of their social network at school. In total, seven photographs and two web-based images were
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identified to depict their social well-being. While nine students reported having friends in school, Mark indicated that he would like
to have friends who were “other than the teachers”. Students’ concept of a friend was someone who was kind, supportive, and made
them laugh. Jess photographed her shoes and her peers’ in a circle to depict the importance of a group of supportive friends. Friends
were important to students, lessening their sense of loneliness. Tim explained that friends assisted “in getting through school a lot
more comfortably, because you have someone else that you can do it with, and who is close by”. Students appreciated the time they
were allowed to spend with their friends in school doing various activities such as playing games on their Smartphones or simply
chatting with one another.

Teachers were also a significant part of their social network in school and 12 students spoke of their favourite teachers, while
three students photographed their teachers. Students were fond of teachers who were helpful, engaging, and possessed good class-
room management skills, and they disliked those who were overly strict.

While discussing their social network, two students shared that they had issues interacting with others, which impeded their
ability to form friendships. George explained:

I’m a bit shy to meet other people, because I don’t really know what to say after saying, “Hello, nice to meet you.” I don’t know
how to keep the conversation going fully, so it’s difficult to meet new people.

Two students revealed that they usually spend recess alone on their Smartphones or laptops. Mark shared that he interacted better
with teachers, older or younger aged peers, and others with ASD.

3.1.3. Academic well-being
All students spoke of their learning in school such as the various lessons in school, their favourite subjects, homework, and ways in

which they learnt best. In total 24 photographs and three web-based images were identified to depict their learning in school. In
particular, six students shared that “good” lessons were fun and engaging. Sam photographed his mathematics workbook with
handouts provided by his teacher as an example of a good lesson. Students were more likely to enjoy a subject if they liked the
teacher. Five students took photographs of their textbooks, teachers, and specialty rooms to indicate their favourite subjects. In
regards to homework, only two students indicated that they did not have any homework. Nate claimed that “all the smarter classes
get the most homework” and one of the “perks of being in the lower class” was that he received “little to no homework”. There were
certain conditions that assisted with students’ learning, which included being equipped with necessary stationery, having ample
working space, and studying in air-conditioned classrooms.

3.1.4. Well-becoming
Well-becoming was identified as a domain of student well-being as several students discussed their plans for the future, and spoke

of their ambitions. A total of two photographs and two web-based images depicted the domain well-becoming. Students explained that
attaining good grades in school was important and frequently did their own revisions not merely because they contributed to their
sense of accomplishment, but also essential for their future careers. George explained:

… because in future time, when you want to get a job, they look at your application and sees how… the person that hires you sees
how good you are at maths, how good at cooking… and sees how you’ve done these past years.

Therefore, students were focused on improving their grades in a subject even if they did not enjoy the subject. Besides grades,
Matt believed that making right choices in school had an impact on his future:

Basically, having the right choices without, shall we say, the really big consequences. Yeah. So, like, you’ll have good friends,
great education, lots of fun; and the alternative is being a bully, growing up, having no job, all that stuff.

Thus, while students were concerned about their present lives in school, they were also invested in the future.

3.2. Theme 2: barriers to student well-being

All but one student spoke of the barriers to their well-being. These barriers were categorised into: (a) sensory barriers, (b) social
barriers, and (c) barriers that were associated learning.

3.2.1. Sensory barriers
A total of nine photographs and three web-based images were identified to depict the sensory barriers. Noise and echoes in school

posed a barrier to half of the participating students. Students disliked noisy classrooms and echoes from canteens and school bells.
George photographed a school bell (see Fig. 1) claiming that it was too “loud and echoey”, likewise Matt felt that echoey school bells
caused migraines. Noise also interfered with students’ learning and ability to concentrate. Matt explained how he is affected by noise:

Because my brain seems to, like, just start pulling itself apart when there’s loud noises, because I try to think of something, like I’ll
do a mathematics question, and everyone’s yelling. I’m, like, wait! No! I for(get)! Grrr! I’ll forget things because I’m trying to block
out the noise.

Five students shared that to cope with noise, they ignored it, got away from the source of the noise by using a time out card
(photographed by Matt), and listened to music on their media player (photographed by Mark).

A few students disliked stuffy environments because it “makes it hard to stay awake… hard to think”. Additionally, students did
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not like being in chaotic environments such as classrooms where teachers exerted little control on students. A few students expressed
that they initially felt that high schools were more chaotic and confusing than primary schools.

3.2.2. Social barriers
In total, seven students felt that mean and annoying peers were barriers to their well-being in school. A total of three web-based

images and one photograph was identified to depict the social barriers. Mark explained, “They think of me as a piece of shit,
basically… I can tell, literally. I walk into anything, they just tell me to eff off”. Bullying was also a barrier, and which included being
teased, and having their money stolen. To cope with the bullying, six students shared that they ignored it, put up with it, informed
their parents, and “minimised” themselves to avoid noticing by their peers. Tim prevented being bullied by his peers by establishing
good relationships with them.

3.2.3. Barriers associated with learning
In total eight photographs and five web-based images depicted the barriers associated with learning. A main barrier associated

with learning was boredom. Andy expressed that, “there isn’t really much to do in high school except for learning” and suggested
more activities to be conducted during recess and lunch. Others wanted more variety in their lessons instead of focusing on the same
topic for a few weeks. Uninteresting lessons with significant amounts of teacher talk, or carried out by teachers whom they did not
like, or was not engaging was another source of boredom. To cope with boring lessons, students counted down to the end of the lesson
or focused on the task at hand to distract themselves. For instance, Sam photographed a clock to explain that “when things get too
boring, you look at the clock and hopefully you know how long it takes” for the lesson to end. Other barriers associated with learning
included homework (photographed by Xavier, and a web-based image provided by Matt), which resulted in less leisure time, and
disliking subjects that they found difficult.

3.3. Theme 3: supporting students with ASD to enhance their well-being

All students discussed the things, places, activities, and people in school that contributed to their well-being. These were cate-
gorised into: (a) what helps with a good life in school, and (b) who helps with a good life in school.

3.3.1. What helps with a good life in school
The students took a total of 10 photographs and one web-based image to show what helped them to experience a good life in

school. In total 12 students felt that having access to technology positively impacted their well-being in school. Half of the parti-
cipating students had access to computers or laptops in school, and four students brought their own laptops to school. Three students
photographed their laptops to explain that access to their laptops enhanced their sense of well-being. Students enjoyed having access
to laptops and deemed computers fun to use, and a tool that helped overcome their writing issues as it was quicker to type than write.
Additionally, a few students enjoyed having access to Smartboards and Google classrooms. Technology was also a means for students’
social interactions. Mark explained, “Computers are often a fun way of sharing with my friends. We look at things and we comment
about it”.

A few students perceived non-academic clubs as having a positive effect on their well-being by enabling them to establish
friendships. Matt said, “We often go there, because it’s like quiet – people that you know are there, and you just play with blocks and
stuff like that… it works very well. I met some of my friends there”.

Several students attested that food contributed to their well-being in school and a few students took photographs of food, the
school canteen, and the menu to indicate their love for food. However, five students complained that the food prices in school were
too high and called for a reduction in food pricing.

The students also took 16 photographs depicting their favourite places and activities in school. Seven students discussed their
favourite places in school, which included playgrounds, gardens, and library. For instance, John and James photographed a

Fig. 1. Photograph taken by George depicting noise as a sensory barrier.
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playground with a merry-go-round in their school and explained that they felt happy “spinning around” and getting themselves
“dizzy” on it, while George and Nate took photographs of their school library. Students would often visit their favourite places during
lunch and recess. All but one student spoke of their favourite activities in school. These included taking a bus, listening to music,
drawing, playing basketball, reading, writing, and joking. Half of the students enjoyed playing computer games. Engaging in their
favourite activities made students happy.

Additionally, most of the students shared what they would like to have in school in order to experience a sense of well-being. A
total of 10 photographs and 3 web-based images were identified to depict students’ wishes. These were varied and included having:
(a) a dog, (b) access to a timetable, (c) access to seniors’ only area, (d) opportunity to help their teachers, and (e) ASD awareness
programs. Half of the students also expressed their desires for school upgrades such as refurbishment of halls and basketball courts,
repainting and installation of air-conditioning in classrooms, new computers, and more cubicles in the toilet. Further, half of the
students wanted a quiet school environment. Nate took a photograph of a computer lab and declared that he wanted to have better
computers in school.

In discussing the factors that contributed to their well-being, students also discussed the importance of their own awareness of
disability. Half of the students were aware that they have ASD. No photographs or web-based images were provided by the students to
depict this sub-theme. However, their understanding of ASD varied. Some believed that ASD was a learning disability, others thought
that it made them “different in a good way”, a few felt that ASD affected their social interactions with peers without ASD. Mark
explained:

They say everybody’s wired to a red frequency, or something, and they’re all the red wires, but then some people are sometimes
born with a disorder that changes their frequency from red, say, to blue. And blue interacts with other blues, but when interacting
with red, the red has to understand the blue to be able to connect, otherwise it just turns away.

While four students felt that ASD did not affect their school life, others thought that awareness of ASD provided them with
strategies to overcome their challenges associated with ASD and enabled them to understand why they felt different from their peers
without ASD. Students differed on their decisions to disclose their disability to their friends. A few who disclosed shared that doing so
stopped teasing from peers, while others felt that it did not change how their friends treated them. Mark and Fred chose not to
disclose, believing that when “you’re seen as different in this society, you are targeted and bullied”.

3.3.2. Who helps with a good life in school
In total, two photographs and one web-based image were identified as depicting the people who helped the students to experience

a good life in school. Most of the students expressed that school community members such as counsellors, peers, staff members from
the learning support department, parents, and teachers contributed to their well-being in school. Teacher aides assisted students
during class work, while parents took care of their daily necessities and helped with their homework. In total 10 students shared that
teachers promoted their sense of well-being by helping them academically. Several students suggested that teachers could better
facilitate their well-being if they provided students with additional time to complete assignments, made more adjustments, and had
better awareness of when students needed help.

All except three students believed that certain internal assets could contribute to their sense of well-being. These included being
funny, confident, and open-minded. Matt provided a description of an open-minded student: “Being able to accept things, like people
might have a problem; I accept that, or I might be wrong. I accept that. Like, I’m dyslexic. I accept it. And I’m lucky that my friends
accept it, too”. Two students believed that it was crucial to be mature. Having good communication skills was also vital, according to
Tim, “there’s a wide variety of people there at school…” and “to be able to, work on certain projects with people, you need to have a
decent sense of communication to be able to converse with them about the thing, or about anything”.

4. Discussion

Photovoice was used as a research method to elicit the views of students with ASD to explore the conceptualisations of the well-
being students with ASD, and identify the barriers to and assets of their well-being. Student well-being was conceptualised as
multidimensional, which supports the literature on student well-being (Danker et al. 2016; Clement, 2010). The domains that were
identified were emotional well-being, social well-being, academic well-being, and well-becoming. All except well-becoming have
been identified in the literature as a domain of the well-being of typically developing students. For instance, in the literature review
Danker et al. (2016) examined 12 studies to identify the domains that makes up student well-being. All 12 studies included the
domain positive emotions, and four studies discussed the domain negative emotions. Positive and negative emotions could be likened
to emotional well-being. Likewise, the domain engagement which refers to students’ love of learning, and effort spent on school
activities was identified from nine studies. Thus, engagement is similar with academic well-being. Further, the domain relationship
which encompasses relationship with peers, teachers, and parents was inferred from 10 studies. Therefore, relationship resembles
social well-being. Further research needs to be conducted to explore the possible reasons why well-becoming has been identified as a
domain of well-being for students with ASD, but not typically developing students.

Sensory barriers, social barriers, and barriers that were associated with learning were found to prevent students with ASD from
experiencing a sense of well-being in school. The students in this study also spoke of ways that could support their well-being. These
could be classified into external and internal assets. External assets included an inclusive school community with members who are
educated about ASD, a physical environment that eliminates or reduces aversive sensory stimuli, a learning environment with
technological tools that caters to the needs of these students, and reasonably priced food. Internal assets include being funny,
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confident, open-minded, matured, and having good communication skills.

4.1. Implications for schools

Researchers viewing well-being from a hedonic perspective believe that well-being is characterised by the presence of more
positive emotions as compared to negative emotions (Henderson & Knight, 2012). Positive emotions of having fun and being happy
were central to students’ emotional well-being, which in turn enhanced their overall well-being in school. Similar to the students who
participated in the studies conducted by Saggers (2015), students who participated in this study attained happiness and enjoyment
from spending time with their friends in school, and engaging in lessons of their favourite subjects carried out by teachers they liked.
However, a few students in this study also experienced negative emotions such as anxiety and feeling overwhelmed due to their
sensory sensitivities, workload, and bullying. This finding was consistent with those of Lindsay, Proulx, Scott, and Thomson (2014)
exploring the inclusion of students with ASD in mainstream schools. In order to develop their emotional well-being and in turn their
overall well-being, the sensory barriers, social barriers, barriers associated with learning must be mitigated. As students with ASD
may feel overwhelmed by noisy and chaotic environments, these sensory barriers may be reduced or removed by allowing students to
calm themselves down through the use time-out cards or listening to music on their media players.

An effective method to prevent bullying of students with ASD is to ensure that the school community, including typically de-
veloping students are educated about ASD. This increases the acceptance of students with ASD in school while preventing typically
developing students from rejecting students with ASD because they are do not understand the challenging behaviours displayed by
the latter group of students (Lindsay et al., 2014).

To decrease students’ anxiety from a high workload, teachers need to communicate with one another to reduce the likelihood of
students having homework in different subjects on the same day. Teachers also need to be educated about ASD and the ways to make
adjustments to cater to the needs of students. This could support the students’ learning in school, one domain of their well-being.
Another strategy that could assist with students’ learning is to incorporate students’ interests, vary learning activities, and integrate
technology in lessons, to overcome boredom while increasing engagement.

Relationships have been frequently identified as a domain of student well-being (Danker et al., 2016). To promote the social well-
being of students with ASD and subsequently their overall well-being, it is necessary to ensure that these students have good re-
lationships with their peers and teachers, as these two groups of individuals make up their social network in schools. Schools could do
this by providing opportunities for students to socialise with their peers by organising more non-academic clubs during recess and
lunch. Teachers should also build a good rapport with these students. This may positively influence their social well-being as well as
learning in school, as the students shared that they were more engaged in classes where lessons were taught by their favourite
teachers.

Well-becoming was identified as a domain of student well-being, as the students were future-oriented and striving for good grades
in school to achieve their career goals and ambitions during adulthood. The students not only viewed themselves as “beings” who
were actively constructing their childhood, but also “becomings” who were thinking of themselves as adults in future (Adams, 2013).
As such, it is imperative that while students’ experiences in school are important for their well-being, efforts are also put in place to
help students with ASD be productive citizens during adulthood by developing skills that are necessary for post-school life. Students
should be supported in developing internal assets that could prepare them for the future. For instance, in order for students to be
open-minded and accept their disability, it is necessary that they first have an awareness of it. Being aware of their disability, having
an understanding of it, and how they learn best, may then enable them to self-advocate (Doren & Kang, 2016). They could then
communicate their needs to school community members to better support their well-being in school, and in future, advocate for
themselves when their parents are no longer around to advocate for them (Able, Sreckovic, Schultz, Garwood, & Sherman, 2015).

5. Reflections on using Photovoice

Researchers have increasingly raised concerns about the rigour in the way Photovoice is applied (Gubrium & Harper, 2013).
Similar with other research that used Photovoice with children with ASD, the authors had to modify the way they used Photovoice in
this study to suit the needs and abilities of these students, and for practical reasons (Ha & Whittaker, 2016). While this could be
perceived as problematic from the rigour of a method application perspective, it was necessary for several reasons. Firstly, the
logistics of bringing all 16 students from geographically distant locations to work on their Photovoice project as a group made it
almost impossible to adhere to the generally accepted six main stages of this method. Secondly, participants’ characteristics related to
their ASD diagnosis dictated that Photovoice be employed on an individual basis, allowing the participants to share more openly their
perceptions. This is consistent with Liebenberg (2018), who, in her state of the method article, highlighted that,

If we are to promote the aims of research approaches such as, but not limited to, critical theory, postcolonial theory, social justice
research, through the use of photovoice, we have an ethical imperative as researchers to ensure that the ways in which we engage
in research with communities honour their wisdom and expertise (p.1).

Thirdly, gatekeepers prevented the rigorous application of Photovoice in this study. None of the students in this study were
involved in verifying the findings, as teachers acted as gatekeepers, governing students’ participation. Several teachers failed to
arrange a meeting for students to verify the findings, even though students indicated that they were interested in doing so. A possible
reason for this could be that the verification of the findings was conducted during the examinations period, it was also the end of the
school term, which tends to be busy for teachers. Another reason could be that although the school leaders were motivated by the
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research, the teacher tasked to coordinate the study lacked time, commitment, and interest in the study. Collings, Grace, and
Llewellyn (2016) recommended that researchers identify advocates within the organisation who is likely to be invested in the
research, and to communicate the potential contributions of the study to them to reduce gatekeeping encounters such as those
experienced in this study. The findings of this study were emailed to all participants, and asked if they agreed with the findings or had
any questions. All agreed with it and did not have any questions. Additionally, researchers should consider sharing the findings with
the teacher who coordinated the research even if they did not participate in it. It should also be noted that not all of the students took
photographs. A few forgot while others preferred to use internet images. Researchers could collaborate more closely with teachers
and parents to enlist their support in reminding students to take photographs before the second meeting with researchers. To allay the
fears of unintentionally breaking the rules by taking inappropriate photographs in school, researchers could provide more examples
of acceptable and non-acceptable photographs. There is also a higher number of males than female students in this study and by
limiting the participants to those who have the skills to take photographs may have inadvertently excluded students who may be less
technologically savvy.

While there are challenges in using Photovoice in research, when utilised with fidelity, it may be used to obtain students’ feedback
on curriculum and learning goals. It may also be used as a tool to engage students in counselling and therapy (Smith, Bratini, & Appio,
2012). Further, Photovoice has a greater potential to elicit the views and engage students with ASD as compared to methods such as
interviews. A common issue in interviews with students with ASD is their tendency to speak at length about their topic of interest
(Harrington et al., 2014). In this study, the interviewer easily directed the students back to the interview topic by pointing to the
photographs that they have taken and asking questions about the photographs. Additionally, anxiety that students with ASD often
experience during interviews were abated through the use of Photovoice. The students were engaged with the research study and
readily shared and discussed the photographs that they had taken with the interviewer.

6. Conclusion

Educational bodies and policy makers are increasingly aware of the short- and long-term effects of student well-being. This has led
to a rise in the number of research studies on student well-being. However, the concept of student well-being is still poorly un-
derstood, and the well-being of students with ASD remains largely unexplored. Recognising the rights of all students, including those
with ASD to have a say on issues concerning them, Photovoice was used to elicit the views of students with ASD regarding their well-
being. Through its use, students with ASD were able to participate meaningfully in the research, and their perspectives on the concept
of well-being, barriers, and ways to facilitate their well-being in school were gained. While the authors highly recommend the use of
Photovoice to researchers whose aim is to ensure the authentic voices of students with ASD could be heard, aspects of it may need to
be modified to suit the needs and abilities of students with ASD, as well as for practical reasons.
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