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Abstract

exclusion through segregation and/or bullying in the school system.

In this researcher’s dissertation and further educational research, literature on the perspective of inclusion and school experience from the
voice of those on the autism spectrum is uncommon. Research is robust and spans decades from the perspectives of clinicians, administrators,
educators, and researchers. Students on the autism spectrum have experienced well-meaning inclusion practices that have not felt inclusive to
practices of exclusion and even bullying from peers and educators. Educational organizations primarily focus on education practices in inclusion
defining inclusion as mainstreaming or increased time with peers but neglect the important of social inclusion and the importance of social skills
for both students on the autism spectrum and their non-autistic peers for meaningful social interactions and inclusion. This review is a call to
action for further educational research on school experiences from the perspective of those on the autism spectrum and clinical research on the
impact on mental health and outcomes for students on the autism spectrum whose social skills are and were neglected and who experienced
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Introduction

This researchers’ original dissertation research, “Creating
an Inclusive Climate for Students on the Autism Spectrum” [1] is
the basis for the mini review. In this phenomenological study, a
total of 35 participants which included administrators, educators,
school psychologists, paraprofessionals, counselors,
parents of children on the autism spectrum, and individuals on
the autism spectrum were surveyed through semi-structured
interviews concerning barriers to inclusive educational practices
and suggestions for more inclusive practices for students on
the autism spectrum. In further research, “Inclusion, autism
spectrum, students’ experiences” [2], in creating a literature

school

review of available research from the students’ perspectives,
comes this call to action for further research from the voices of
those on the autism spectrum on inclusive best practices in the
educational system.

A previous literature review of research concerning inclusion
from the perspective of autistic students included: Brede et al.
[3], Humphrey et al. [4], Gordon [5], Jones et al. [6], McGregor
et al. [7], Sproston et al., [8], and Wang [9]. Lack of research and
understanding of students on the autism spectrum is contributing

to negative stigma and lack of understanding of the autism
community [2,6].

Research spanning the last two decades has focused on the
importance of teacher attitude concerning inclusion [1, 7-15] and
what contributes to teachers’ attitudes toward inclusion [1,14,16-
19].

A section of research has indicated teachers who do value
inclusion or desire to be inclusive are not supported by their
administrators and lack resources and training to include students
on the autism spectrum in the general classroom [1,14,17,18,20-
24]. Inclusion literature also focuses on the importance of the
administration or educational leadership in building a climate of
inclusion within the school as well the responsibility for training
and resources and understanding of the laws concerning inclusion
[1,16,25-32].

Furthermore, you can find research on factors that promote
inclusion [33], tools for inclusion [34], tips for inclusion [35],
defining inclusion [36], special education law and inclusion [37-
39], interventions that promote inclusion [40], effects when there
isnotinclusion [41] and a review of other inclusion literature [32].
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All of the above studies are important and have their place on the
topic of inclusion. However, we need to move from the paradigm
of disabilities and differences from the medical or professional
approach addressing behaviors and treatments and protocols to
reach appropriate norms and standards [42] to an empowerment
and partnering approach with the autism community on what
practices are defined inclusive to them [1].

Discussion

Now referred to as autism spectrum disorder (ASD),
Blumberg et al. [43] explained that ASD is a complex neurological
disorder that includes the following former diagnostic labels,
such as autistic disorder, Asperger’s Syndrome, and pervasive
developmental disorder, not otherwise specified (PDDNOS). The
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC] [44] reported
the current prevalence of ASD to be 1 in 59 children with 1 in 6
children in the United States having some form of developmental
disability from mild to severe making, autism the fastest-growing
developmental disorder in the United States [1,16]. The World
Health Organization cites autism globally as 1 in 100 children [45].

While pediatrician Dr. James Coplan, a neurodevelopmental
pediatrician from the University of Pennsylvania, argued the rates
of autism are due to changing criteria and lack of record keeping
of autism in the school system before 1975, Dr. Martha Herbert,
a pediatric neurologist at Harvard Research School of Medicine,
examined the rates based on changing criteria and found that of
the 1200% increase of diagnostic rates only 400% of that increase
could be attributed to change in criteria alone leaving an 800%
increase [31] over 25 years not related to change in diagnostic
criteria [1,46]. While research is not certain concerning the causal
attributes to the increased rate of autism, the CDC [44] reports that
ASD is found equally among races, ethnicities, and socioeconomic
backgrounds [1]. In the Bai et al. [47] five country cohort study
of 2.1 million participants does suggest an 80% heritability rate
of autism spectrum disorder; therefore, we can project autism
rates to increase. Autism is reshaping special education, and the
public school system has not adapted or responded to handle the
increase of students to be served on the autism spectrum over
these past 40 years [1,16,48].

According to Watkins et al. [40], students with ASD will have
limited or hindered success in an inclusive or general education
classroom if they are in a general education classroom without
supports or resources and social skills [1]. The classroom
experience is social with numerous social interactions a student
will have with the teacher(s) and peers across many activities,
both structured and unstructured throughout the day, which is
challenging because of the core deficits in ASD center on social
communication [1].

According to Stitcher et al. [49], the level of social skill deficit
will manifest differently from student to student on the spectrum
with varying degrees of severity. Students on the spectrum
have difficulty in the areas of Theory of Mind (ToM), emotion
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recognition, and executive functioning. Cited by Stitcher et al.
[49], Baron-Cohen et al. [50] described the inability to understand
intentions and thoughts of others or understand that others have
different perspectives and thoughts than one’s own is what is
referred to as Theory of Mind. Coupled with lack of emotional
recognition, the student with ASD has an understanding of basic
emotions but may not recognize nuances in emotions or facial,
gestural, or inflections in tone which may cause the student not
to be able to follow social communication in activities in the
classroom [49].

Vermeulen [51] stated social communication has contextual
sensitivities that may be missed by those on the autism spectrum.
Without intervention, social skills training with contextual
sensitivities [51], and supports, the student with ASD may exhibit
problematic behaviors, which may lead to internalizing, anxiety,
or becoming socially withdrawn [52]. Isolation or exclusion
can create a negative impact on the student’s mental health
and academic performance and create further deficits in other
developmental skills [53,54].

Social skills training is important not only for those students
on the autism spectrum but also their neurotypical peers and
educators. Crompton et al. [55] stated that effective information
transfer requires social skills and found miscommunication
from mismatched neurotype. Autistic to autistic communication
was found to be effective as well as neurotypical to neurotypical
communication information transfer; the challenges arose in
autistic to non-autistic persons transferring information through
communication. This indicates that autistic and non-autistic
people have difficulty communicating with each other and
reading each other’s social cues. Therefore, social skills programs
in schools should include both neurotypical peers and those on
the autism spectrum instead of autism only social skills building
groups.

Understanding that friendship and belonging are crucial
toward mental health and better life outcomes, Boutot [35] wrote
that merely increasing favorable attitudes toward peers with
disabilities and placing them side by side in class is not enough
to promote inclusive behaviors that lead to friendship [1]. Parents
and teachers must work together to promote friendships within
and outside of the classroom.

Listed among characteristics of being unpopular or excluded,
Boutot listed those who tend to play alone, those children that do
not have athletic skills, children with inappropriate or extreme
behaviors, and those with poor social skills that are difficult
to engage in cooperative play make the list. While ASD was not
specifically mentioned in the study, these characteristics are
part of the ASD symptomatology listed in the DSM 5 [56]. Boutot
[35] noted that many times, teachers and schools hide behind
confidentiality, claiming parents do not want other students to
know about their child’s issues [1]. However, research supports
that most parents of children with ASD are longing for their child
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to have one friend and are willing to disclose the diagnosis if
asked. Boutot suggested that preparing the students in the general
education classroom before the student(s) with disabilities or
differences arrive is important to explain behaviors, any devices
or supports the student may need, and provide time for students
to ask questions to lessen fear or confusion of behavior the child
to be included may display [1].

Boutot suggested promoting a system of peer mentoring or
peer tutoring rotating students to be a buddy or lunch friend to
promote inclusive behaviors and build friendship behaviors. One-
way schools may try to implement and promote inclusion has been
through special education clubs aimed at pairing neuro-typical
students with special education students for social inclusion. Such
programs ask nondisabled students to volunteer to eat lunch with
or attend school functions with students who are not able to be
part of the mainstream class due to severe disabilities or mental
impairment. This practice would fall under peer support, as
outlined by Cowie & Hutson [57]. Cowie and Hutson stated that to
promote truly inclusive behaviors, classroom peers need to spend
time with peers with differences and disabilities intentionally. Peer
support behaviors in schools are those that promote befriending,
peer counsel, peer tutoring, lunch conversation, and inclusive play
in nonroutine portions of the school day.

Wanting to know what knowledge and understanding school-
aged children possess about students with autism, Dillenburger
et al. [58] surveyed 3,353 children and youth (p. 766). Overall,
children and youth were aware of autism and had basic knowledge
concerning strengths and challenges children on the spectrum
face. It was found that 43% of students knew someone personally
on the autism spectrum and reported a favorable attitude (p. 769).
Increased levels of autism and knowledge were associated with a
more favorable attitude toward having a student on the autism
spectrum in one’s class [1]. While awareness and attitude were
keys to promoting acceptance and understanding, the students
surveyed also indicated at a high rate a lack of knowledge on how
to engage with persons on the spectrum and how to intervene
if they witnessed bullying. One out of six students surveyed in
the Dillenburger et al. study reported witnessing someone with
autism being bullied, and one in ten of those stated they did
nothing to help while the majority stated they wanted to intervene
or told someone in authority [1].

Conclusion

Negative socio-emotional effects and less favorable outcomes
are cited for students with special needs who are not receiving
social skills training [41] or being social included [1]. “ However,
to date as indicated by the students in my study [1,2], neither
they nor their parents were asked about what practices would
build peer or teacher understanding and social inclusion.” For
suggestions on inclusion and what feels inclusive, students have
suggestions if educators and professionals dare to ask [1,2,59,60].
Therefore, future research on best practices for inclusion and
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social skills building curriculum and training must include the
voices and perspectives of those on the autism spectrum. While
it is important and ethical to protect individuals with disabilities
and differences from exploitation of research, we cannot continue
to use protection as the reason voices and perspective of those
on the spectrum are excluded from research [1]. Guidelines exist,
such as AASPIRE, to outline ethical practice for including adults on
the autism spectrum in research [61].

All persons need autonomy and relatedness as fundamental
needs at home or school; additionally, autonomy and relatedness
are crucial for increased learner outcomes for both student and
teacher [62]. Self-determinism can be applied to many facets
of educational practices to promote learning and increase the
competence of one’s abilities as this produces intrinsic motivation
and personal growth for better academic outcomes [63]. Klassen
& Usher [64] cite Albert Bandura’s work on self-efficacy and define
it as the core belief one can achieve one’s goals. Self-efficacy is
important in educational setting because to achieve educational
goals and goals beyond the education setting, individuals want to
exercise a measure of control over their life and believe they can
help architect their destinies [64].

An autism friendly, supportive, and inclusive school would
begin with supportive administration that promotes a positive and
favorable climate for inclusion through visionary leadership while
supporting and providing resources and training to all staff in a
sensory-friendly environment with multiple layers of support of
staff [22]. Building on the body of research concerning inclusion,
researchers are now called to include those on the spectrum
when building best practices for inclusion. To conclude with the
words of disability advocate Charlton [65], “Nothing about us,
Without us!” Persons with disabilities and differences need to be
included on what is best for them and be empowered in personal
involvement in practices outlined for them [66-69].

Researcher’s Role

My professional and personal life involves daily interaction
with students and adults on the autism spectrum. As a mental
health provider and certified autism specialist, I have had the
experience of counseling parents and family members whose
loved ones on the autism spectrum struggled with suicidal ideation
or completed suicide. I have personally worked with students
as a guidance counselor and community-based counselor with
adults on the spectrum who still suffer from anxiety, stress, even
PTSD from their school experience. This call to further research
is both from personal experience as a mother of a young adult
on the spectrum but also professional experience in the fields of
education and mental health.
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