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Abstract

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition marked by difficulties in social communication,
repetitive behaviours, and heightened sensory sensitivities. In India, approximately 1 in 68 children is affected by
ASD (National Institute for the Empowerment of Persons with Multiple Disabilities [NIEPMD], 2021), driving an
increased demand for specialized mental health services. This study examines the effectiveness of a targeted training
workshop designed for mental health practitioners, including Clinical Psychologists, Psychologists, and Psychiatrists.
Through pre- and post-workshop assessments, the study measured changes in participants' knowledge and
competence in managing individuals with ASD. The workshop, which covered theoretical knowledge, assessment
techniques, and evidence-based interventions, led to significant improvements in participants' understanding and
preparedness. These results highlight the critical need for specialized training to enhance the capability of
practitioners in managing ASD effectively.

Keywords: Autism Spectrum Disorder, mental health practitioners, professional preparedness, assessment
techniques, workshop evaluation.

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a multifaceted neurodevelopmental condition characterized by persistent
challenges in social communication, repetitive behaviors, and heightened sensory sensitivities. As the prevalence of
ASD continues to rise, now affecting approximately 1 in 54 children in the United States (Centers for Disease Control
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and Prevention [CDC], 2020), and about 1 in 68 children in India (National Institute for the Empowerment of Persons
with Multiple Disabilities [NIEPMD], 2021), the demand for specialized mental health services tailored to individuals
with this disorder has surged. However, there remains a significant disparity in the levels of, knowledge, confidence,
and competence among mental health practitioners when it comes to effectively supporting individuals with ASD.
This paper aims to assess the current state of professional preparedness among mental health practitioners in the
context of ASD, focusing on factors such as knowledge, confidence, and competency.

ASD presents a spectrum of symptoms that vary in severity and manifestation, requiring a comprehensive
understanding of the disorder among mental health practitioners. According to Lord et al. (2020), the complexity of
ASD, which includes a broad range of cognitive, behavioral, and emotional challenges, necessitates that practitioners
possess a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the disorder. This complexity also implies that mental health
professionals must be adept at tailor made interventions to cater to the specific needs of each individuals with ASD.
Despite the growing body of research highlighting evidence-based practices (EBPs) for ASD (Wong et al., 2015),
many practitioners continue to struggle with their competency and confidence level while applying these practices in
real-world settings.

Knowledge of ASD is critical where many mental health professionals fall short. Despite the increasing prevalence
of ASD and the growing emphasis on evidence-based practices, there is substantial evidence that many practitioners
possess only a superficial understanding of the disorder. Brookman-Frazee et al. (2012) conducted a survey revealing
that a significant proportion of mental health professionals are not well-versed in EBPs for ASD, which hampers their
ability to deliver effective, research-informed care. Similarly, Stahmer et al. (2015) pointed out that while some
progress has been made in disseminating ASD-related knowledge, a significant knowledge gap still remains.
Covering this lacunae particularly in the context where there is no definite cure available to treat this condition and
also there is a critical need exists in consistent application of this knowledge across different clinical settings.

Confidence among mental health practitioners in managing ASD-related challenges is often compromised by a lack
of specialized training. Studies have consistently shown that practitioners who lack formal training in ASD report
lower levels of confidence when working with this population. Hepburn et al. (2016) found that mental health
professionals frequently feel unprepared to address the unique needs of individuals with ASD, leading to diminished
self-efficacy and increased risk of burnout. This lack of confidence can have significant implications for the quality
of care provided, as practitioners may hesitate to engage fully in therapeutic interventions or may rely on less
effective, generalized approaches.

Training, or the lack thereof, is a key determinant of professional preparedness in treating individuals with ASD.
Several studies have highlighted the inadequacy in current mental health training programs with respect to ASD.
Crane et al. (2019) reviewed the coverage of ASD content in various training curricula and found that although some
advances have been made, there are still notable inadequacy, particularly in the depth and breadth of the training
provided. Many practitioners report that their formal education did not adequately prepare them for the complexities
of ASD, often leaving them to seek out additional knowledge through self-directed learning or to acquire experience
on the job (Zwaigenbaum et al., 2015).

The preparedness of mental health practitioners to work with individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder is
paramount to the provision of effective, empathetic, and evidence-based care. The literature consistently highlights
significant gaps in knowledge, confidence, and training among professionals, which can adversely impact outcomes
for individuals with ASD. To address these gaps, a concerted effort is needed to enhance training programs, foster
interdisciplinary collaboration, and support continuous professional development. By implementing these strategies,
the mental health field can better equip practitioners to meet the growing demand for ASD -related services, ultimately
improving the quality of care for individuals with ASD and their families.
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Methodology:

A sample of 49 mental health practitioners including Clinical Psychologists, Psychologists, and Psychiatrists, were a
part of this this study. In this comparative study, pre and post-test evaluations were carried out. In the pre-assessment
phase, a questionnaire developed by the principal investigator was administered to evaluate participants' knowledge,
confidence, professional experience, and competence in Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). The questionnaire
involved areas such as the recognition of early signs of ASD, familiarity with diagnostic criteria, previous experience
in handling ASD and their families, knowledge of evidence-based interventions, and competency in carrying out
comprehensive assessments.

The intervention phase involved an intensive, hands-on workshop focusing on key aspects of ASD, including
theoretical orientation, assessment techniques, and evidence-based intervention strategies such as Applied Behaviour
Analysis (ABA), Social Skills Training, and Sensory Integration Therapy, collaboration with multidisciplinary teams,
and understanding sensory sensitivities and challenges. This one day workshop included case studies, interactive
sessions, and practical exercises designed to enhance participants' understanding and essential skills.

Following the workshop, a post-assessment was conducted using the same questionnaire as in the pre-workshop phase
to measure changes in the participants' knowledge, confidence, and perceived competency related to ASD. The
collected data were then analysed using descriptive statistics and t-tests to evaluate the effectiveness of the workshop
intervention.

Table I: Pre- and Post-Workshop Total Scores on Knowledge and Competency Assessment in ASD

Mean N Std. Deviation Std.

SD Error

Mean

Pre total | 8.13 49 5.91 1.232
Post total | 18.78 49 1.91 .397

Table 1 represents the descriptive statistics of the pre and post workshop scores on knowledge and competency scores
in ASD. The paired samples statistics indicate a significant increase in the mean scores from the pre-test (M = 8.13,
SD = 5.91) to the post-test (M = 18.78, SD = 1.91) among the 49 participants. This suggests that the workshop was
effective in improving outcomes. The substantial decrease in standard deviation from pre-test to post-test implies that
the scores became more consistent after the workshop. Additionally, the lower standard error for the post-test mean
(SE = 0.40) compared to the pre-test mean (SE = 1.23) suggests a more precise estimate of the post-intervention
effect.

Table II shows the paired t test scores comparing pre and post test scores.

T df Sig. (2-tailed)
Pre-total - Post-total -8.708 22 .000

Table II shows t test scores comparing professional preparedness scores before (pre-test) and after (post-test) the
workshop. The paired samples t-test results indicate a statistically significant difference between the pre-test and post-
test scores. The t-value of -8.708, with 22 degrees of freedom (df), and a p-value (Sig. 2-tailed) of .000, demonstrates
that the increase in scores from pre-test to post-test is highly significant. The scores indicate a statistically significant
difference in the pre and post knowledge scores. Overall, the results demonstrate a highly significant improvement in
the scores after the workshop, suggesting effectiveness of the workshop.
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Conclusion

The results highlight the significant impact of the workshop in enhancing the knowledge and competence of mental
health practitioners in relation to Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Participants showed notable improvement in
their understanding of ASD after the workshop, indicating that targeted, practical training is highly effective in
preparing practitioners to better, assess, diagnose and manage individuals with ASD. This underscores the importance
of continuous learning and specialized training programs for mental health practitioners, ensuring they are equipped
with the adequate knowledge and necessary skills and to provide quality care for individuals with ASD. The efficacy
of this workshop suggests that similar training programs should be considered as a critical component in professional
development especially in the field of mental health.
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