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Abstract

Autism is a common disorder found within the student population. Despite its prevalence,
teachers report feeling unprepared to meet the needs of their students on the autism spectrum.
The school environment can present many challenges for these students, and it is important
that educators are provided with the evidence-based skills and training to create an inclusive
environment.

Autism is a neurodevelopmental disorder that affects approximately 1 in 66 children and
youth in Canada (Ofner et al., 2018, p. 2). It is characterized by challenges with language, social
interactions, and communication, in combination with restricted behaviours and interests,
making school a uniquely challenging place academically, socially, and emotionally (Costley et
al., 2012). Students with autism require adequate support, but schools and educators often fail
(Humphrey & Symes, 2013). Educators report a lack of knowledge and training when it comes
to teaching students with autism (Brock et al., 2020), but successful inclusion is possible if
educators and schools are willing to adopt evidence-based practices, engage in ongoing
professional development, and create positive school environments.

Challenges with Inclusion

Students with autism are faced with many obstacles in the school environment, such as
academic challenges, social isolation, anxiety, and inadequately trained teachers. Challenges
with executive functioning mean that even students with above average intelligence can
struggle academically (Costley et al., 2012). Teachers often have lower academic expectations
for students with autism (Zagona et al., 2017), which increases the gap between academic
results and the child’s cognitive functioning (Goodall, 2015). Some students with autism also
report that educators focus too much on academic outcomes and neglect to support the student
in other non-academic areas such as social integration (Hummerstone & Parson, 2020).

Deficits in social communication mean that students with autism often struggle socially and
report higher incidences of bullying and social exclusion (Able et al., 2014). This social
exclusion increases as students mature (Calder et al., 2013). Educators report feeling unsure
how to facilitate students’ relationships with their peers, while parents report that schools do not
do enough to encourage their children’s social development (Lindsay et al., 2013). This can
make schools feel like lonely and unsupportive places for students with autism (Goodall, 2018).

The school environment can be particularly stressful for students with autism due to their
increased emotional needs and sensory demands. For example, students with autism report
classrooms being too loud and find disruptive behaviour from other children stressful (Warren et
al., 2020). Autism is frequently co-morbid with other mental health and physical disorders, which
increases the complexity of their needs (Ofner et al., 2018). van Steensel et al. (2011) found
that almost 40% of students with autism are also diagnosed with an anxiety disorder. Schools
with noisy classrooms, crowded hallways, and changing schedules can lead to anxiety for
students with autism (Goodall, 2018). Students with autism and anxiety are more likely to
demonstrate externalizing behaviour such as yelling, throwing things, or stomping, and to evince
higher rates of physical aggression (Ambler et al., 2015). This “acting out” behaviour can be
difficult for teachers to understand and manage. It is not surprising, then, when reviewing the
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statistics, that students with autism also have a higher incidence of out of school suspension
(Goodall, 2015). Schools seem ill-equipped to deal with the various mental health challenges
presented by students with autism (Rudy, 2020).

Although educators generally report feeling positive toward inclusion (Zagona et al., 2017),
they report a lack of knowledge and practical skills when it comes to including these students in
the classroom (Humphrey & Symes, 2013). Educators feel ill-equipped to deal with the
behavioural challenges that often accompany autism, such as emotional outbursts, lack of
flexibility, and social difficulties (Lindsay et al., 2013). Teachers report a lack of equipment to
provide sensory support for students, and there is a need for more paraprofessionals (Lindsay
et al., 2013). Some educators have noted a tension between providing activities that a student
can independently complete and aligning them with classroom activities (Zagona et al., 2017).
Even with additional in-service training, educators feel unprepared with practical strategies for
use in the classroom (Able et al., 2014). This perception of inadequacy is supported by the
“research-to-practice gap” between best evidence-based practices and the strategies teachers
are actually using in the classroom (Brock et al., 2020). Educators feel unsupported with both
training and resources, as well as having limited knowledge of evidence-based practices.

Despite educators reporting low self-efficacy and lack of training, students with autism have
legal rights for programming that meets their needs. In Manitoba, the Amendment to the Public
School Act (Appropriate Educational Programming) requires school boards to provide
“appropriate educational programming that supports student participation in both academic and
social life” for students with disabilities (Manitoba Education, 2006, p. 1). Additionally, schools
are morally obligated to meet the needs of their students with autism. Students with disabilities
have better engagement and academic outcomes, in inclusive classrooms than in segregated
special needs classrooms (Zagona et al., 2017). Students with autism report having a teacher
who is understanding of their distinct communication and sensory needs as important to support
their learning (Hummerstone & Parson, 2020). However, many students feel that schools
attempt only to integrate them physically in classrooms (Goodall, 2018), and that key
differences between them and their neurotypical classmates are not acknowledged, especially
as they age (Hummerstone & Parson, 2020). Failure of schools to provide adequate inclusive
education is both legally and morally unacceptable. Academic, social, and mental health
challenges combined with poor teacher training are impediments to effective inclusion.

Solutions for Successful Inclusion

Students with autism can have positive school experiences if staff are trained in evidence-
based practices, professional development is ongoing, and environmental modifications are in
place to support the whole child. General educators must see themselves as capable of
teaching students with autism, rather than it being something that should be left to specialists
(Goodall, 2015). Evidence-based practices have a large amount of supportive evidence from
systematic research efforts, but teachers require training on how to identify and customize these
practices for their students (Kretlow & Blatz, 2011). Brock et al. (2020) suggested that teachers
focus on evidence-based interventions that are already present in teacher training, such as
modelling and scaffolding, and build from there. Feedback should be provided to teachers so
that any mistakes can be amended, and the evidence-based practice is adhered to faithfully
(Mazzotti et al., 2013). It is important that training is not just a one-off event but rather an
ongoing journey that builds upon teachers’ skills (Goodall, 2015).

Numerous evidence-based practices have been shown to support students with autism in
the classroom. Many of these techniques are similarly effective for other students with executive
functioning challenges, such as attention hyperactive deficit disorder (ADHD) and fetal alcohol
syndrome disorder (FASD). Students with autism generally crave structure and routine; the use
of a clear schedule along with shorter, well-designed lessons can be beneficial (Warren et al.,
2020). Conversely, it is important that teachers are flexible and tailor their lessons to meet
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students’ needs in that moment (Hebron & Bond, 2017). For example, a student’s work stamina
may vary day to day and certain days may require more adaptation than others. Providing an
alternative choice can be useful when a student is having a particularly stressful day (Warren et
al., 2020). Restricted interests, which are a symptom of autism, can also be used to engage the
student in the lessons (Goodall, 2018). By implementing these practices in the classroom,
educators have the tools to improve individual students’ school experiences.

Additionally, support for students’ social development can be cultivated in the classroom
by providing opportunities for collaborative grouping and problem solving (Gibb et al., 2007).
Creating a school environment where neurotypical students have been educated about autism
and other disabilities has also been shown to improve outcomes for students with autism
(Ferraioli & Harris, 2011). There have been significant debates about whether students should
disclose their autism diagnosis. While this ultimately remains a personal decision, there is
evidence that suggests sharing that information can improve attitudes toward autism (Campbell,
2006). Students who are prepared for some of the differences that might be demonstrated by
students with autism are more likely to embrace their atypical peers (Ferraioli & Harris, 2011).
Programs that focus on educating students about autism have led to an increase in positive
social interaction between peers and students on the spectrum (Morris et al., 2020). Educators
can facilitate interactions between typical and non-typical peers by using positive reinforcement
techniques (Ferraioli & Harris, 2011). The use of trained peer tutors can also support the
success of the student with autism when the adult steps back and allows developmentally
appropriate peer interactions to take place (Harrower & Dunlap, 2001). Despite practices that
support social inclusion, the inherent sensory challenges that schools present can still be
troublesome.

Noisy school environments have been identified as contributing to the challenges faced by
children with autism. Schools in the U.K. have experienced success with the resourced
provision model which addresses some of these environmental challenges (Warren et al.,
2020). These are schools that have smaller classrooms with extra environmental modifications
for students with autism to spend part of the day (Hebron & Bond, 2017). This enables students
to have a safe place to self-regulate while also having some time in a mainstream classroom
(Warren et al., 2020). While certainly reminiscent of the older pull-out model of special
education, it appears to be something many students with autism require to be successful at
school. This model can help to balance students’ sensory and emotional needs while still
operating in the inclusive framework.

Conclusion

Autism is a common disorder found in most schools and classrooms. Students with autism
often find the classroom environment challenging. Schools have a moral and legal obligation to
provide inclusive education for students with autism, but they often fail to meet requirements.
Educators do not feel knowledgeable or confident in supporting students with autism in the
classroom. However, successful inclusion is possible if educators commit to ongoing training
that uses evidence-based practices, supports students socially, and addresses environmental
challenges. Students with autism are unique individuals with their own strengths and
challenges. Therefore, it is important that educators are well-prepared and confident in their
ability to create an inclusive classroom.
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