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Abstract
This systematic research review identifies approaches of inclusive education concerning adolescents with autism spectrum (ASC)
without intellectual disability (ID). The definitions of inclusion, whose perspectives are taken into account, approaches, and the
implications suggested for best practices are reviewed in the articles included in this study. The results show how inclusion is
defined as a sense of social acceptance and an approach that physical placement in a regular class can lead to social participation.
Taking into account students’ perspectives is seen as important. Implications for best practice include information on how to
improve school personnel’s reflections on their responsibilities and expectations of students with disabilities and points to
difficulties for teachers in meeting the diversity of students in the classroom.
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Introduction

The European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive
Education (2018) states that inclusive education and so-
cial participation in school are the most important contrib-
uting factors for people with disabilities’ future social
participation in society. Although there are different defi-
nitions of the term inclusion in the research, inclusion
tends to be identified as students with disabilities being
educated in the same environment as their typically de-
veloped (TD) peers (Kurth and Mastergeorge 2010;
Mesibov and Shea 1996; Norwich 2005; Reed and
Osborne 2014). This study focuses on examining the con-
cept of inclusion in school regarding students with autism
spectrum conditions (ASC) without intellectual disability
(ID) in inclusive school settings; in this article defined as
individuals diagnosed with for instance Atypical Autism
or Asperger syndrome: individuals with the intelligence
quotient [IQ] > 70. Unfortunately, this systematic review
is unable to cover the vast field of special education;

hence, this search is limited to excluding individuals with
ID.

An increasing number of adults with autism became af-
fected by the closure of long-term care hospitals in the UK
during the 1970s and 1980s, which, according to Wolf
(2004), lead to an increased awareness of the needs of indi-
viduals with ASC. This also has led to an increased activity
of parent organizations, which developed during the 1960s
and are now widespread internationally. Not only have such
organizations provided information to decision-makers and
the public, but they have also established residential and
day-care centers for individuals with autism; moreover, they
have supported the implementation of evidence-based best
practices (Whitaker 2002). According to the American
Psychiatric Association (2000), individuals with ASC with-
out ID are characterized as having difficulties with social
interactions and as having unusual patterns of interests or
behaviors. That is, they can have the same characteristics as
those diagnosed with “classic autism.” However, individ-
uals with ASC without ID often display cognitive functions
within the average to above-average range; sometimes they
may demonstrate intellectual functioning at high levels
within some areas. Consequently, many students with
ASC without ID appear to have the capacity to attend gen-
eral education classrooms. However, this does not automat-
ically mean that they require only minimal educational
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support in school as a result of demonstrating uneven skills.
Due to the severity of their social skills limitations, students
with ASC without ID are more likely to be socially isolated
by peers (Locke et al. 2010). Moreover, they exhibit mood
disorders such as anxiety and depression (Berney 2004).
Therefore, students with ASC without ID become stressed
and emotionally uncontrollable when faced with change
and environmental stressors (Myles 2005 as cited in
Sansosti 2012). Previous research also indicates that the
adaptive skills for daily living—which require social com-
munication and motor skills, etc. of the students with ASC
without ID—are often lower than their intellectual and com-
municative abilities (Lee and Park 2007; Myles et al. 2007).
Hence, this student group often struggles to accomplish a
variety of daily tasks (Sansosti et al. 2010). Given these
challenges, most of the students with ASC without ID at
some point during their schooling will require educational
support, despite their higher functioning abilities (Sansosti
2012).

Individuals With ASC Without ID During Adolescence

As adolescence is a critical period of identity exploration
and adjustment, both physically and mentally, this is a
period of changing roles within the family and in society
(Cronin and Mandich 2015). Adolescence has been de-
scribed as a time in which family becomes less important,
with a greater focus on social contexts outside the family,
including peer-relationships, increased independence, and
a transition to higher education or employment (Vandell
et al. 2005). The transition to adulthood also comes with
increased external requirements from school and society,
as well as higher expectations of social interaction and
social competence. Because adolescents are commonly
expected to learn patterns of actions required for partici-
pation in society (Farley et al. 2009), this is a particularly
challenging period for adolescents with ASC, with the
increasing demands of social participation while
transitioning to adulthood.

Krieger et al. (2017) used Heart’s participation ladder
(Hart 1992) in a systematic review of research on
supporting and hindering environments for the participa-
tion of adolescents with ASC. The Heart ladder describes
the participation of children and adolescents in terms of
shared decision processes, which, due to their impair-
ments in social interaction and communication, shows
that adolescents with ASC might be at risk of being pa-
tronized, which can result in reduced shared participation
in decision-making (Krieger et al. 2017). Ultimately, this
process can result in reduced participation in social and
inclusive contexts, both in terms of self-determination and
from a social perspective. Krieger et al. (2017) concluded
that security and connection are environmental aspects

affecting the participation of adolescents with ASC and
their desire for positive peer relationship experiences.

Adolescents With ASC Without ID in Social
and Inclusive Educational Contexts

Munkhagen et al. (2017) examined the prevalence of school
refusal behavior in 216 students aged 9–16 years (88 with
ASD and 138TD)whowere recruited for a cross-sectional study.
They found that partial or complete absenteeism assessed at
school was present in 42.6% of students with ASC, compared
with 7.1% of TD students during a 20-day period (Munkhagen
et al. 2017). A number of studies have problematized the finding
that students with ASC are at greater risk of being bullied than
their TD peers (Fernando and Perera 2012; Hwang et al. 2018;
Wong 2017; Sreckovic et al. 2014). This phenomenonmight also
be linked to the difficulties sometimes faced by students with
ASC in expressing their emotions regarding situations related
to the school setting (Able et al. 2015; Twachtman-Cullen et al.
2006). Hebron and Humphrey (2014) analyzed the risk factors
for mental health difficulties affecting individuals with ASC in
mainstream secondary schools. A range of factors influence the
way students with ASC process, experience, and ultimately
make sense of the world around them, and each may contribute
to mental health difficulties. Hebron and Humphrey (2014) note
that the problems of social and emotional understanding faced by
individuals with ASC, including a reduced ability to adopt the
perspective of others (“theory of mind” or “metalizing”; Baron-
Cohen 2005), are linked to maladaptive social attribution pro-
cesses, such as the tendency to infer hostile intention from the
behavior of others. This phenomenon has been associated with
anxiety and depression (Meyer et al. 2006). The desire for rou-
tine, predictability, and “sameness” caused by difficulties under-
standing the external world can also trigger increased anxiety
(Gillott et al. 2001). Some previous studies have indicated that
the sense of being different, which is felt particularly strongly by
individuals with ASC without ID, might also trigger distress
(Bolman 2008; Portway and Johnson 2003; Hebron and
Humphrey 2014).

The teacher can play a significant role in the prevention of
distress and anxiety among individuals with ASC in an
inclusive school setting. Although a previous study by
Tennant et al. (2014) reported that teacher support can pro-
mote academic competence and prevent problematic behav-
iors in the classroom, the importance of teacher support for
children’s social well-being remains unclear (Farmer et al.
2011). However, Chung et al. (2015) state:

It is crucial to address the final limitation, because when
teachers’ cognitive, emotional and behavioral responses
to students with ASD are different from their responses
toward typical students, it may lead to not only different
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expectations, but also effect of self-fulfilling prophecies
about student performance.
(Chung et al. 2015, p. 3)

Chung et al. (2015) emphasize the importance of teachers’
attitudes towards students with ASC when supporting their
academic and social success. Falkmer et al. (2012) concluded
that teachers’ personal interest in teaching students with ASC
was correlated with their accuracy in teaching these students,
representing important factors to consider when planning for
successful placements in mainstream schools. Koegel et al.
(2013) note that when teachers (and other school staff) orga-
nize school activities in a way that incorporates the preferred
interests of adolescents with ASC into the activities organized,
students with ASC show an increased level of engagement
and an increased rate of initiating social interaction with TD
peers.

In this systematic research review, the concept of “approach”
refers to the starting point, the viewpoint, or perspective about
inclusion and social participation, which can be found in the
literature. The previous research introduced in this article high-
lights the importance of identifying key components of success-
ful inclusion for ASC individuals. However, it is necessary to
consider how we define inclusion in research, and its effects.
Importantly, the way we in general address inclusive education
in society, and howwe set the standards for the dominant norms
formulates the discourse. According to Foucalt (1972), dis-
courses are “practices that systematically form the objects of
which they speak.” In this article, this is interpreted as how the
approaches of inclusive education are debated in research, how
this constitutes social practice, and, ultimately, how it affects the
lives of adolescents with ASC.

Aim and Research Questions

The purpose of the current review is to identify, describe, and
analyze different research approaches or angle of incidents, to
inclusive education and social participation for adolescents
with ASC without intellectual disability (ID, IQ > 70).

The study focused on the following research questions:

A. What research articles about inclusion and social partici-
pation for students with ASC without ID fit the inclusion
criteria in this study?

B. What are the main definitions of inclusion in the present
literature?

C. On whose perspectives are the studies in the current re-
view based (students, teachers, or parents)?

D. What research approaches can be identified in the
reviewed studies?

E. What implications for practice, if any, are suggested in the
reviewed studies?

Methods

Study Design

This study is part of a doctoral project; the systematic data
collection and review were conducted under the supervision
of two senior researchers. Wiley et al. (2011) divided system-
atic research reviews into different types. One type is a sys-
tematic review that focuses on the examination of complicated
or controversial topics, or areas in a field. In this current sys-
tematic review, the focus lies within the field of inclusive
education for adolescents with intellectual able ASC. Wiley
et al. (2011) argued that this type of review plays an important
role of identifying, explaining, and providing persuasive per-
spectives on complicated or controversial issues in the lives of
students in need and professionals in education. These reviews
are often designed to outline the history of the issue in ques-
tion, and assess its status by identifying different approaches
in research and their implications. Finally, these types of sys-
tematic research reviews typically conclude with recommen-
dations for policy and practice (Wiley et al. 2011).

The searches were limited to two known and reliable data-
bases in order to manage a reasonable amount of data, which
were selected because of their access to research in the fields
of education, psychology, and related disciplines. The aim of
this study is to identify the research approaches to inclusive
education in the articles reviewed. In addition, to analyze so-
cial participation in school for adolescents with ASC without
ID. To facilitate the aim, inclusion and exclusion criteria were
applied in the search string for various interpretations of the
concepts of autism spectrum disorder, social participation, in-
clusion, and education. Moreover, the string sought to find
studies that did not focus on individuals with ID. To find
studies that focus on adolescents in secondary school, it also
searched for interpretations of secondary schools. The follow-
ing is the complete search string:

(autism OR asd OR autism spectrum disorder OR
asperger’s OR asperger’s syndrome OR autistic disorder OR
aspergers) AND (inclusive education OR participation) AND
(social inclusion OR social participation OR social inclusive)
NOT (intellectual disability OR mental retardation OR learn-
ing disability OR developmental disability OR learning dis-
abilities) AND (high school OR secondary school) NOT (pre-
school OR kindergarten OR early childhood education)

To limit down the amount of hits in the databases further,
due to the later manageability of the data, the results were
refined by peer review from the last 5 years (from 2012 to
2017), written in English, age-refined (Database ERIC:
Elementary Secondary Education, High schools, High
Schools Equivalency Programs, Secondary Education,
Postsecondary Education, Junior High Schools; Database
PsycINFO: adolescence). The search produced 85 hits
(Table 1). Two independent individuals from the Malmö
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University Library staff also verified the search and its results
in both databases.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Since this study aimed to identify, describe, and analyze dif-
ferent research approaches to inclusive education for adoles-
cents with ASC and without ID, the inclusion criteria (Table 2)
restricted the focus to student groups aged 11–21 years old
among the 85 articles, and included articles addressing inclu-
sion and social participation in school and society. Systematic
research reviews were examined, while medical and/or clini-
cal studies (studies addressing topics such as individuals’
communicative or behavioral development) were excluded.
The exclusion process is shown in Table 2. Some articles
met more than one exclusion criterion (Table 3). After sorting
the articles using the inclusion and exclusion criteria, a sample
of 15 articles was included in the final review (Table 5).

Inclusion Criteria

The current study sought to identify research on social partic-
ipation and/or inclusion in schools and/or society, informing
the main inclusion criteria. To further narrow the search, the
focus was on adolescents/young adults, which was used as the

third inclusion criterion. This inclusion criteria-type selected
studies focused on student groups in mainstream schools, gen-
eral education settings; no particularly defined age group (i.e.,
articles in which participants were defined as a more general
group of individuals with a certain disability). The study also
included articles examining groups of individuals participat-
ing in a specific intervention (for instance communicative de-
velopmental interventions, or the use of augmentative and
alternative communication [AAC]). These articles generally
included no specific information about participants’ age.

Exclusion Criteria

The current review targeted adolescents, defined as individ-
uals aged 11–21 years. Thus, studies of children between 0
and 10 and adults over 22 years were excluded. Studies focus-
ing on individuals with ASC and intellectual disabilities, or
individuals with other disabilities (i.e., attention deficit hyper-
activity disorder, or reading and writing impairments), as well
as clinical or medical studies mainly focusing on individuals’
communicative and/or behavioral development performed in
a non-educational context, were also excluded. The results
included systematic research reviews, which were generally
excluded because of the current study’s focus on recent and
original research in the area of inclusive education and social
participation, unless the main aim was focused on research
within the field of the current study. Three systematic research
articles were included in the search; two of these studies were
excluded because of the first and fourth exclusion criteria. The
third systematic research article in the search was included
because of its direct link to the purpose and research questions
of the current study. One book reviewwas excluded because it
was not an original study (exclusion criterion 6).

Selection Process

The selection process began by reviewing abstracts three
times and sorting them according to the inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria described above. The articles that were difficult to
define were reviewed by reading the research purpose and
discussion sections, and applying the inclusion and exclusion
criteria. The articles were then divided into four groups:

I. Articles about individuals with ASCwithout ID within the
specified age range (according to inclusion criterion 3).

II. Articles that were mainly medical studies; studies per-
formed in a non-educational context (according to exclu-
sion criterion 4).

III. Articles about individuals with intellectual disability
and/or other disabilities other than ASC (according to
exclusion criteria 2 and 3).

Table 1 Databases used
for the literature search Database Number of articles

ERIC 1

PsycINFO 84

Total 85

Table 2 Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Activity Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

Selection 1. Social participation in
school and/or society

2. Inclusion in school and/or
society

3. Age group (high school and
secondary school,
adolescents > 11 years old,
young adults < 21 years
old) and student group in
mainstream school, general
education settings, no
specifically defined age
group

1. Age group (infants,
children in Kindergarten,
primary or elementary
school, preschool, or adults
> 20 years old)

2. Intellectual disabilities
3. Diagnosis other than ASC
4. Articles mainly focused on

communicative or
behavioral development
(i.e., medical or clinical
studies) or only in
non-educational contexts

5. Systematic research
reviews without a specific
focus on inclusion

6. Book reviews
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IV. Systematic research articles, sorted later by research fo-
cus, systematic research articles dealing with inclusion in
school included (according to exclusion criterion 5).

The remaining articles were examined in full, analyzed,
and categorized using a thematic analysis process (Bryman
2015). The differences and similarities were recorded in
Excel, providing a visual overview of the content in the arti-
cles. The different research areas in each study were noted.
After this, the articles were distributed into four groups of
research areas/approaches, dealing with topics as social anxi-
ety, best practice for inclusion and participation, the role of the
teacher, as well as focusing on individuals with intellectual
able ASCs’ own perspectives regarding inclusion or partici-
pation. These four research approaches are shown in Table 4,
and the results of the articles and their individual research
approaches are presented in Table 5. A cross analysis was
made by the results on research questions B, D, and C, which
are introduced in Table 6, Table 7, and Table 8.

Results

In this section, the results are discussed—based on and orga-
nized by the alphabetical order of the four research questions
(A, B, C, and D). Table 5 introduces the data answering the
research questions A, B, C, and D, as well as a column for a
code of reference for each article, later used as references in
the cross-analysis tables: Tables 6, 7, and 8 under the rubric

Cross analyze of the results in research questions B, C, and D.
The results answering research question A are presented in
Table 5, followed by individual rubrics for research questions
B and C. Research questions D and E are listed under the same
rubrics.

Research Question A: Research Articles
About Inclusion and Social Participation for Students

In Table 5, the research articles that fit the inclusion criteria in
this study are introduced.

Research Question B: the Definitions of Inclusion
in the Articles

The results from research question B can be seen in Table 5.
Nine of the articles found (Baines 2012; Chung et al. 2012;
Gotham et al. 2014; Goldingay et al. 2013; Myers et al. 2015;
Falkmer et al. 2015; Chen et al. 2016; Rosso 2016; Lounds
Taylor et al. 2018) defined inclusion as “being socially accept-
ed in the context and socially participating in the group and in
the school” (perspective A). The remaining six articles (Foster
and Pearson 2012; Cameron and Cook 2013; Humphrey and
Symes 2014; Watkins et al. 2015; Lamb et al. 2016; Taheri
et al. 2017) defined inclusion as “being physically placed in
mainstream classes, leading to social participation” (perspec-
tive B).

Lamb et al. (2016) defined inclusion in reference to differ-
ent experiences addressed within the social model of disability

Table 4 Research approaches
Research approach Number of articles

1. Social/academic inclusion and participation—level of anxiety 3

2. Methods and/or development of best practice for inclusion and social a
nd academic participation for individuals with ASC in school and society

6

3. Teachers’ perspectives, approaches, and training 2

4. Perspectives of individuals with ASC regarding their social and academic
participation in school and society

4

Total 15

Table 3 Number of articles
excluded by each exclusion
criterion

Exclusion criteria Number of articles
excluded

1. Age group (infants, children in kindergarten, primary or elementary school,
preschool, or adults > 20 years old)

27

2. Intellectual disabilities 10

3. Diagnosis not ASC 15

4. Articles focused mainly on communicative or behavioral development
(i.e., medical or clinical studies) or only in non-educational contexts

45

5. Systematic research reviews without a specific focus on inclusion 2

6. Book reviews 1
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(Oliver 1990). The model “provides a way of conceptualizing
the disadvantage experienced by people with impairments
which emphasizes the social, economic and environmental
barriers to participation in society” (Burchardt 2004, p. 735).
Different versions of this model have highlighted inclusion
issues within schools (Fitzgerald 2012), illuminating the need

for curriculum reform (Kirk 2005) and measures to ensure
inclusive physical education (PE) experiences, rather than
expecting disabled pupils to “fit in” (Lamb et al. 2016).
Another study emphasized the importance of a whole-school
approach to inclusion (Booth and Ainscow 2002). Regarding
the inclusion of students with ASC, it has been argued that just

Table 5 Articles found, definitions of inclusion, perspectives, research approaches in the articles and article reference code

RQ A: article RQ B: definitions of inclusion
in school and society

RQ C: perspective RQ D: research
approach

Reference
code

Gotham et al. (2014). “Rumination and perceived
impairment associated with depressive symptoms
in a verbal adolescent–adult ASD sample”

Socially accepted in the context and
socially participating in the group
and in the school (A)

Students’ 1 A1

Chen et al. (2016). “The experience of social par-
ticipation in everyday contexts among individuals
with autism spectrum disorders: An experience
sampling study”

Physical placement in mainstream
classes, leading to social
participation (B)

Students’ 1 A2

Lounds Taylor et al. (2018). “Social participation
and its relation to internalizing symptoms among
youth with autism spectrum disorder as they
transition from high school”

Socially accepted in the context and
socially participating in the group
and in the school (A)

Students’ (parents’) 1 A3

Chung et al. (2012). “Social interactions of students
with disabilities who use augmentative and alter-
native communication in inclusive classrooms”

Socially accepted in the context and
socially participating in the group
and in the school (A)

Students’ (through
observations)

2 A4

Foster and Pearson (2012). “Is inclusivity an indi-
cator of quality of care for children with autism in
special education?”

Physical placement in mainstream
classes, leading to social
participation (B)

Teachers and parents’ 2 A5

Watkins et al. (2015). “A review of peer-mediated
social interaction interventions for students with
autism in inclusive settings”

Physical placement in mainstream
classes, leading to social
participation (B)

Teachers’ and students’ 2 A6

Goldingay et al. (2013). “An intervention to im-
prove social participation for adolescents with
autism spectrum disorder: Pilot study”

Socially accepted in the context and
socially participating in the group
and in the school (A)

Students’ 2 A7

Rosso (2016). “Brief report: Coaching adolescents
with autism spectrum disorder in a school-based
multi-sport program”

Socially accepted in the context and
socially participating in the group
and in the school (A)

University staffs’ and
school staffs’

2 A8

Taheri et al. (2017). “Exploring factors that impact
activity participation of children and adolescents
with severe developmental disabilities”

Socially accepted in the context and
socially participating in the group
and in the school (A)

Parents’ 2 A9

Cameron and Cook 2013. “General education
teachers’ goals and expectations for their included
students with mild and severe disabilities”

Socially accepted in the context and
socially participating in the group
and in the school (A)

Teachers’ 3 A10

Humphrey and Symes (2014). “Inclusive Education
for Pupils with Autistic Spectrum Disorders in
Secondary Mainstream Schools: Teacher
Attitudes, Experience and Knowledge”

Socially accepted in the context and
socially participating in the group
and in the school (A)

Teachers’ 3 A11

Baines (2012). “Positioning, strategizing, and
charming: How students with autism construct
identities in relation to disability”

Socially accepted in the context and
socially participating in the group
and in the school (A)

Students’ 4 A12

Myers et al. (2015). “Community and social partic-
ipation among individuals with autism spectrum
disorder”

Socially accepted in the context and
socially participating in the group
and in the school (A)

Students’ 4 A13

Falkmer et al. (2015). “Can you see it too? Observed
and self-rated participation in mainstream schools
in students with and without autism spectrum
disorder”

Socially accepted in the context and
socially participating in the group
and in the school (A)

Students’ 4 A14

Lamb et al. (2016). “Capturing the world of physical
education through the eyes of children with au-
tism spectrum disorders”

Physical placement in mainstream
classes, leading to social
participation (B)

Students’ 4 A15
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a few members of staff cannot achieve positive outcomes.
Rather, schools must buy in to inclusion wholesale if the ap-
proach is to be successful. Inclusion cannot rely on the inter-
est, commitment, and enthusiasm of one or two individuals.
Without a shift in the whole organization’s attitude and ap-
proach, it will fail children with autism and Asperger’s syn-
drome, Barnard et al. (2000) states. By this, they mean a joint
understanding in the organization of what inclusion really is,
having mutual goals such as common values and that all
students getting access to the education and to the social life
in school, in this case students with ASC. Humphrey and
Symes (2014) argue, in accord with previous studies (Eldara
et al. 2010; Huang and Wheeler 2007), that whole-school
inclusion requires all staff to have a clear and shared under-
standing of the aims and expectations of inclusion within their
school, and these must be supported by senior management
(Horrocks et al. 2008).

Overall, the concept of inclusion in the reviewed articles
tended to highlight physical placement in mainstream class
leading to social participation, as well as being socially accept-
ed in the context and socially participating in the group and in
the school. A key component of successful inclusion and social
participation for students with SEN/disabilities suggests the
need for a united whole-school approach towards inclusion.

Research Question C: Perspectives

The results from research question C can be seen in Table 5;
however, studies taking the first research approach: Social/
academic inclusion and participation—level of anxiety,
tended to consider students’ perspectives (Gotham et al.
2014; Chen et al. 2016; Lounds Taylor et al. 2018). One of

the studies also considered parents’ perspectives (Lounds
Taylor et al. 2018). Studies taking the second research ap-
proach: Methods and/or development of best practice for in-
clusion and social and academic participation for individuals
with ASC in school, tended to focus on the perspectives of the
school staff or parents (Foster and Pearson 2012; Watkins
et al. 2015; Goldingay et al. 2013; Rosso 2016; Taheri et al.
2017). One of these studies also considered students’ perspec-
tives (Watkins et al. 2015), while one focused on the student
perspective through observations (Chung et al. 2012). Studies
taking the third research approach: Teachers’ perspectives,
approaches and training, considered the perspectives of the
teachers (Cameron and Cook 2013; Humphrey and Symes
2014). The studies taking the fourth research approach:
Perspectives of individuals with ASC regarding their social
and academic participation in school and society, considered
students’ perspectives (Baines 2012; Myers et al. 2015;
Falkmer et al. 2015; Lamb et al. 2016). Overall, the fifteen
articles found focus on three perspectives: the students’, the
teachers’, and the parents’ perspectives.

Research Questions D and E: Research Approaches
and Their Implications for Practice

The approaches found in this review are categorized into themes,
with each theme (approach) sharing the same content focus.

First Research Approach: Social/Academic Inclusion
and Participation—Level of Anxiety

Gotham et al. (2014) examined the relationships between de-
pressive symptoms and several psychosocial constructs

Table 6 Cross analysis between
RQ B (definitions of inclusion)
and RQ C (perspectives)

Definition of inclusion
(RQ B)

Total number of
articles

Perspective (RQ C) = number
of articles

References

A 9 Students’ = 7 (3) A1, A3, A4, A7, A12,
A13, A14

Parents’ = 1 (2) A3, A9

Teachers’ = 1 A8, A10, A11

B 4 Students’ = 2 (3) A2, A6, A15

Parents’ = 1 A6

Teachers’ = 1 (2) A5, A6

Table 7 Cross analysis between
RQ B (definitions of inclusion)
and RQ D (research approach)

Research approach
(RQ D)

Dominating definition of
inclusion (RQ B)

Number of articles References

1 A 2 of 3 A1, A3

2 A 4 of 6 A4, A7, A8, A9

3 B 2 of 2 A10, A11

4 A 3 of 4 A12, A13, A14
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(insight into one’s own autism symptoms, rumination, desire
for social interaction, and satisfaction with social support) that
potentially play a role in the development or preservation of
depression among adolescents with ASC. The findings sug-
gested that to ruminate upon one’s own autism-related impair-
ment might be related to depressive symptoms in adolescents
with ASC, regardless of their “true” degree of impairment
(i.e., examiners’ perceptions of their autism-related symptoms
on the same scale). In addition to the association between
rumination and preservation, it has been suggested that low
self-esteem can function as an important proponent of depres-
sive symptoms. Thus, there is the indication that individuals
with ASC are more likely to perpetuate routines, rituals, and
circumscribed interests (Gotham et al. 2014).

In accord with the study described above, Chen et al.
(2016) examined the experience of anxiety in social situations
among individuals with ASC. The authors reported a correla-
tion between individuals with less severe autism and high
social anxiety with less social engagement. However, the re-
sults indicated that severe social anxiety was only weakly
correlated with “feeling lonely,” suggesting that individuals
with less severe ASC symptoms did not seek fewer social
interactions. Rather, these individuals were less likely to ex-
perience high levels of interest and enjoyment in solitary or
parallel leisure activities compared with people with more
severe ASC, despite social challenges (Carrington et al.
2003; Howard et al. 2006; Müller et al. 2008; Chen et al.
2016).

Lounds Taylor et al. (2018) analyzed how unstructured
(e.g., spending time with friends or co-workers) and struc-
tured (e.g., attending social events at a place of work,
socializing with sports teams) social participation changed
from before to after high school for young people with
ASC. They also examined the longitudinal and concurrent
relationships between social participation and internaliz-
ing symptoms. The results indicated no average change in

participation after leaving high school, although some in-
dividual variability was observed. Participation in struc-
tured social activities within this group of individuals was
significantly reduced after leaving high school. Young
people with more structured social participation in high
school were substantially more likely to experience in-
creases in unstructured social participation after leaving
high school. In terms of the relationships between inter-
nalizing and social activities, a high level of internalizing
symptoms while young people with ASC were in high
school significantly predicted increasing social isolation
after leaving high school, for both structured and unstruc-
tured activities.

Overall, the reviewed articles suggested that anxiety and
anxiety-loaded activities prevent respondents from being able
to participate to the extent they desire.

Implications for Practice in the First Research Approach The
articles reviewed in relation to the first research ap-
proach focused on social inclusion and exclusion, as
well as social and academic participation in relation to
individuals’ levels of anxiety. Gotham et al. (2014), as
well as Lounds Taylor et al. (2018), suggested that ad-
olescents with high levels of rumination about one’s
own autism-related impairment, as well as those who
internalized symptoms while at high school, may be at
greater risk of depression and declining participation in
social activities after leaving high school. An under-
standing of the ways in which social and other activities
might influence the internalization of symptoms in ado-
lescents with ASC is important, as they are amenable to
intervention, and could potentially provide an avenue
for improving mental health (Lounds Taylor et al.
2018). Chen et al. (2016) proposed that strategies for
dealing with anxiety, in addition to research approaches
to improving social skills and providing medication for

Table 8 Cross analysis between
RQ C (perspectives) and RQ D
(research approach)

Research approach
(RQ D)

Total number of articles Perspective (RQ C) =
number of articles

References

1 3 Students’ = 3 A1, A2, A3

Parents’ = 0 (1) A3

Teachers’ = 0

2 6 Students = 2 (3) A4, A6, A7

Parents’ = 1 (2) A5, A9

Teachers’ = 1 (3) A5, A6, A8

3 2 Student’ s = 0

Parents’ = 0

Teachers’ = 2 A10. A11

4 4 Students’ = 4 A12, A13, A14. A15

Parents’ = 0

Teachers’ = 0
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mental health conditions, are included among the mea-
sures available to young people with less severe ASC
symptoms and higher levels of social anxiety.

Second Research Approach: Methods and/or Development
of Best Practice for Inclusion and Social and Academic
Participation for Individuals with ASC in School and Society

Chung et al. (2012) evaluated naturally occurring social inter-
actions for students with disabilities (e.g., ASC) who use aug-
mentative and alternative communication (AAC) in general
education classrooms. They found that most of the time stu-
dents almost exclusively interacted with an assigned staff
member as their primary support, such as special teachers or
paraprofessionals, and they tended to play a somewhat passive
role within the interaction. The authors also reported that
students with AAC systems infrequently used their devices;
instead, they primarily relied on facial expressions, gestures,
and vocalizations within the interactions. Goldingay et al.
(2013) evaluated and analyzed a model for developing social
interaction among adolescents with ASC and suggested that
direct interventions, such as interventions in social training
and social interaction designed especially for the individual
participant, might have a positive effect.

Similar to Chung et al. (2012) and Goldingay et al. (2013),
Watkins et al. (2015) evaluated social interaction through
reviewing the effectiveness of different interventions
based on interactions between students with ASC and their
peers. The results implied that using peer-mediated interven-
tions (PMI) when fostering social interactions among students
with ASC shows promise. A study by Rossos (2016) indicated
that the use of specially designed coaching strategies and
programs in sports education was a critical factor when
fostering socialization and developing social skills among
students with ASC.

Foster and Pearson (2012) analyzed whether the pro-
portion of time spent in an inclusive educational setting
functioned as a process indicator of the quality of school-
ing for children with autism, thus improving key out-
comes. The researchers found no systematic indication
that the level of inclusivity improved key future out-
comes. However, as introduced in the introduction of this
article, The European Agency for Special Needs and
Inclusive Education (EA; 2017) studied this issue in fur-
ther detail, examining a large-scale sample. In line with
Foster and Pearson (2012), it showed that inclusive edu-
cation for students with SEN/disabilities in mainstream
schools improved the level of inclusion later in adulthood.
Taheri et al. (2017) reported that higher levels of adaptive
behavior, greater parental socialization, and placement in
integrated school programs were significant predictors of
greater participation in activities.

Implications for Practice in the Second Research Approach
Research approach 2 deals with methods and/or development,
including best practice for inclusion and social and academic
participation for individuals with ASC in school and society.
For example, Chung et al. (2012) emphasized the importance
of interaction opportunities being carefully planned rather
than haphazardly hoped for, when dealing with students using
ACC. In addition, the authors argued that students must have
ongoing access to functional and appropriate AAC systems,
be equipped to be active communicators, and be supported by
staff with high expectations and a desire for meaningful inter-
actions among the students with whom they work (Chung
et al. 2012). In accord with this research approach, Watkins
et al. (2015) systematically examined research on PMI in their
article, suggesting that it provides a promising approach for
promoting social interaction between students with ASC and
their peers in inclusive settings.

Foster and Pearson (2012), meaning inclusion as physical
placement in mainstream classes, leading to social participa-
tion (B), reported that inclusivity did not improve educational
or functional outcomes for students with ASC, concluding
that, in essence, schools have failed to meet their obligations
to these young people. The authors emphasized the need for
better instruments to evaluate education outcomes among this
student group, calling for a more comprehensive understand-
ing of inclusivity and other potential measures of educational
quality, while noting that this may have to wait for both better
data and methods. Rosso (2016) also called for future devel-
opments of better coaching strategies for students with ASC,
using the case of PE. In addition, Rosso (2016) advocates for
measurements of this type of education, as well as the inves-
tigation of motivational strategies for adolescents with ASC.
Like Foster and Pearson (2012), Taheri et al. (2017) examined
parents’ perspectives, suggesting the importance of efforts to
develop the social skill level of both parents and children, in
accord with the finding that parental social skill level has an
indirect effect on children.

Third Research Approach: Teachers’ Perspectives,
Approaches, and Training

Studies utilizing the third research approach focused on
the role of the teacher, including teachers’ approaches
with and expectations of students with ASC, which was
the reported purpose of both of the reviewed articles using
this research approach. In one study, Cameron and Cook
(2013) reported that teachers typically aimed for students
with ASC to develop socially, make friends and interact
with their peers, and tended to emphasize the beneficial
effects of inclusive education for all students. Teachers
were also adamant about the goal of supporting TD stu-
dents to behave in a more accepting way towards students
with disabilities. To support all students to improve their
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behavioral skills was emphasized by teachers as one of
the most important goals. However, teachers felt that they
had lower expectations regarding their own ability to en-
gender positive outcomes for included students with se-
vere disabilities. Teachers reported that the attention to the
academic instruction of students with disabilities distract-
ed from the teaching of “core” students. Generally,
teachers in the study assumed that students with disabil-
ities were not the responsibility of the general education
system, which, according to the researchers, unsurprising-
ly showed that teachers generally professed a lack of
knowledge about educating students with severe disabil-
ities (Cameron and Cook 2013).

Overall, previous studies have reported that teachers tend
to indicate positive attitudes towards inclusion and that
teachers with more moderate views on integration were more
likely to feel that there were high levels of inclusion within
their school (Humphrey and Symes 2014). In line with
Cameron and Cook’s (2013) findings, respondents in a study
by Humphrey and Symes (2014) revealed that the potential
key benefits for mainstream pupils without ASC that could be
gained from interacting with a child with ASC integrated into
mainstream classes included increased understanding and tol-
erance of people different to themselves. However, regardless
of these positive attitudes towards including students with
ASC into mainstream classes, teachers expressed concern
about potential problems associated with integrating this stu-
dent group (Humphrey and Symes 2014).

Implications for Practice in the Third Research Approach One
of the two articles focused on the third research approach
(dealing with the teachers’ perspectives, approaches, and
training) suggested that generic training for all school staff
about students with ASC might not be appropriate. Rather,
teachers reported a preference for informed, targeted training
for all groups working directly with students with ASC
(Humphrey and Symes 2014).

Cameron and Cook (2013) reported that teachers’ goals and
expectations for students with disabilities in their class
conformed to their perceptions of how apparent the child’s dis-
ability was. This led teachers to conclude that they might have
little to offer to this group of students, beyond an opportunity to
socialize with other children, resulting in a reduction of learning
opportunities for students with disabilities. The authors therefore
recommended that school staff take time to reflect on the differ-
ent goals and expectations they hold in relation to this student
group, and to consider how these beliefs may affect student
achievement and development. In addition, for teachers to set
realistic, challenging, and appropriate goals for the students with
disabilities in their classes, it may be necessary to address the
finding that general education teachers do not consider them-
selves primarily responsible for educating students with severe
disabilities (Cameron and Cook 2013).

Fourth Research Approach: Individuals with ASCs’ Own
Perspective/View on Their Social and Academic Participation
in School and Society

This research approach deals with identity formation, social
stigma, social acceptance and self-acceptance, anxiety, and the
positive and negative feelings of being or not being part of a
social context. Adolescence is a time of a transition from
childhood to adulthood, where social interaction clearly
shapes personality. Baines (2012) characterizes adolescence
as follows:

For young people, words and actions serve as a measure
of where they stand in the social hierarchy of ability,
potential, and acceptance. Everything they say and do
forms patterns of behavior used to judge what they are
capable of, how they measure up to peers, and whether
their participation is valued. Students with the label of
autism are often studied in terms of what makes them
‘different’ from others. Instead, Bagatell (2004) sug-
gests the identities of people with autism are not an
underlying substance to be discovered, but constructed
in social worlds through engagement. Instead of focus-
ing on the individual student, this approach attempts to
understand the personal, institutional, and sociocultural
storylines that make up their lives.
(Baines 2012, pp. 547–548)

Baines (2012) examined the worldviews of adolescents
with ASC over a relatively long period, suggesting that dis-
ability labels influenced these students across different con-
texts in ways that shaped their future life trajectories. Baines
(2012) notes that perceptions of ability and disability contin-
uously emerged through social interactions, playing a central
role in shaping how a person identifies themselves as learners.
The ongoing interplay of relating to the surrounding society’s
labeling and demands about following certain norms can be
distressing. Chen et al. (2016) examined the anxiety induced
by the pressure of having to take part in social activities, from
the perspectives of individuals with ASC. The findings sug-
gested that people with more severe ASC symptoms were
more likely to experience greater “interest” and “enjoyment”
in “solitary/parallel leisure” than those with less severe ASC.
Participants with high social anxiety were more likely to ex-
perience high levels of “in-the-moment anxiety” while engag-
ing in “productive” or “social” activities than those with lower
levels of social anxiety. In addition, social anxiety was also
found to moderate experiences (Chen et al. 2016).

Some situations and environments in the school feel safer
than others do. Lamb et al. (2016) examined the experiences
of adolescents with ASC during PE in school. Respondents
reported that situations involving the teacher’s presence or
being in the teacher’s office felt safe. These situations and
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places with contiguous spaces provided a micro-space for
these students, and were regarded positively, as were activities
that provided opportunities for engagement with peers.
Opportunities to be celebrated by peers, such as scoring a goal
for their team or being given an official role, were found to be
important factors, as was the opportunity to engage in team
sports. However, students’ interactions with changing rooms
and corridors were associated with trepidation, worry, and fear
(Lamb et al. 2016).

Researchers have attempted to explore the perspectives of
adolescents with ASC regarding their social participation in a
mainstream inclusive school (Falkmer et al. 2015; Lamb et al.
2016). Falkmer et al. (2015) revealed that though students
with ASC participated less frequently in activities in school,
they were not less involved when they participated in compar-
ison to their classmates. When comparing perceived partici-
pation in school activities and social interaction between stu-
dents with and without ASC, the results revealed a discrepan-
cy between students’ self-rated/perceived participation and
their observed participation in interactions. This pattern was
not restricted to students with ASC but was found for all
students. The results also disclosed higher levels of involve-
ment in parallel activities among students with ASC compared
with their classmates. In particular, this was in reference to
situations where a student was observed in proximity to class-
mates, was participating in an activity in which the student
was using the same materials as the classmates, and with no
observable ongoing social interaction (Falkmer et al. 2015).

Implications for Practice in the Fourth Research Approach In
one study using this research approach, Baines (2012) exam-
ined the perspectives of individuals with ASC regarding their
social and academic participation in school and society. Based
on the results, Baines (2012) argues that practitioners should
not assume that young people with the label of autism are
isolated from the sociocultural process of identity develop-
ment. Rather, the author emphasizes that these students make
a deliberate effort to promote a positive perception of them-
selves in the eyes of others. Further, Baines (2012) suggests
that, as researchers and practitioners, it is important to
recognize these efforts and find ways to disrupt patterns of
interaction that position students with disabilities in ways
that limit their opportunities to participate in full. Moreover,
it is important to improve societal understanding about how to
best advocate for adolescent individuals with ASC, whether
through professional case management services or in the
education of families. Myers et al. (2015) argue that schools,
caregivers, families, professionals, and legislators must recog-
nize the impact that diminished participation in society and
social contexts has for this vulnerable population.

Falkmer et al. (2015) analyzed the degree to which partic-
ipation can be measured through observation and self-rated
interactions for students with and without ASC, examining

involvement in parallel activities, and social interactions in
school settings. The results revealed that students with ASC
showed higher levels of involvement in parallel activities
compared with their classmates. Falkmer et al.’s (2015) find-
ings also raise the question of whether students with ASC
have as many opportunities for social interaction as they
desire.

In studies of PE, some researchers have suggested that
there may be a misconception about the way inclusion is un-
derstood by some PE departments that emphasize the modifi-
cation of planning to accommodate students with SEN or
disabilities rather than planning to their individual needs
(Fitzgerald 2012; Smith 2004). Rather, Lamb et al. (2016)
suggest that the appropriate focus for inclusion must be levels
of ability, careful differentiation, variety in teaching styles,
and approaches to assessment, while paying careful attention
to adapting or modifying facilities, equipment, and activities.
Further, Lamb et al. (2016) recognize the contextual reality of
the emotive and powerful feelings of adolescents with ASC in
their study in relation to PE. Fitzgerald (2012) notes that this
finding highlights that each individual with ASC is different,
and that manipulating the delivery of activities or the group
composition does not equate to inclusive practice. Other re-
searchers argue that it is crucial for teachers to plan for inclu-
sion through informed awareness of the barriers pupils may
face, which extend to actual and conceptual fields beyond the
formal space of lesson delivery (Lamb et al. 2016).

Cross Analyze of the Results in Research Questions B,
C, and D

The results from research questions B, C, and D were cross
analyzed triangularly, which resulted in three tables (Table 6,
Table 7, and Table 8). Some of the articles focused on two
perspectives (for example both teachers and students or both
teachers and parents), hence some of the values with in
parentheses.

Discussion

Defining Inclusion Through Diverse Perspectives

Overall, two predominating definitions of inclusion can be
seen in these articles: A—inclusion as being socially accepted
in the educational context and socially participating in the
group and in the school, and B—inclusion as being physically
placed in mainstream class, thus leading to social participa-
tion. The majority of articles focus on student perspectives,
which perhaps not surprisingly define inclusion according to
definition A. The definition B, meaning the concept of inclu-
sion as social participation being reached through physical
placement in mainstream class, is largely taken by the articles
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focusing on teachers and/or parents. This visualizes in the
cross analysis in Table 7, where this definition of inclusion
is the focus in the two articles in the third research approach
about teachers’ perspectives, approaches, and training.
However, applying this definition of inclusion, one must take
into account the difficulties some individuals with ASC face,
such as perceptual sensitivity, which can result in difficulties
in sorting impressions such as sound, light, scent, and touch,
as well as difficulties in social interaction. The barriers of this
must be reduced and a learning environment for diversity pre-
assembled, supporting these individuals. Stakeholders who
applies the definition B tend sometimes to reject the thought
of students being taken out from the mainstream classroom in
order to receive education. Applying the definition A however
opens up a somewhat more flexible interpretation of the con-
cept of inclusion. Maybe inclusion instead is better off being
translated into a sense of coherence in which the individual
describe its situation as “comprehensive,” “manageable,” and
“meaningful” (Antonovsky 1987). Considering the students’
perspective therefore gets essential.

The majority of articles reviewed in the current study base
on the perspectives of ASC students. These perspectives make
an important contribution to knowledge that can inform the
development of successful practices for individuals with ASC,
both in schools and in later working life and other social set-
tings. This understanding can help create best practices and
methods for supporting a higher level of participation for in-
dividuals with ASC. Considering the views of teachers and
parents also helps to broaden students’ individual perspec-
tives. However, these perspectives sometimes diverge, raising
questions about whose perspective prevails.

Implications for Practice

The different research approaches described in the current
study involve many points of convergence. Ultimately, these
research approaches are united by the concept of inclusion, the
prospect of participation in school and society, and the out-
comes at both an individual level and a societal level. Some of
the articles summarize the concept of inclusion as physical
placement or presence, while others include both physical
placement and the possibility of developing successful inclu-
sion. Overall, the results of the present review emphasize the
importance of a united whole-school attitude towards inclu-
sion. The studies in this article calls for best practices with
carefully planned interaction opportunities for students with
ASC, rather than haphazardly hoped for (Chung et al. 2012).
They also calls for best practices using better instruments for
evaluating education outcome for this student group (Foster
and Pearson 2012), calling for a more comprehensive under-
standing of inclusivity and other potential measures of educa-
tional quality. In sum, it repeatedly comes down to the concept

of inclusion, how this concept is being interpret, understood,
implemented, and evaluated.

Future Research

In terms of future research, the current study can contribute by
highlighting the different research approaches to inclusion for
adolescents with ASC. Further, it raises several questions:
Whose perspective prevails and sets the foundation in the
process of decision-making? Are social norms involved,
and, if so, which norms dominate the approaches in research?
Are we creating and developing social approaches that cater to
the diversity of individuals, or are we merely aiming to create
acquiescent individuals who fit well into predetermined com-
munity norms? The current study contributes to the area of
research by highlighting these questions as well as by validat-
ing previous research reviews (Nilholm and Göransson 2017;
EA 2017), which state that the concept of inclusion is defined
in various ways in research and in diverse social contexts. The
focus of future research might be to explain the underlying
factors that dominate the social norms, the prevailing perspec-
tives, and approaches in the area, if they exists at all.

The research mentioned in this article highlights the impor-
tance of educational practices where there are common values
and consensus regarding the inclusion concept, as well as
available and flexible educational practices, which can moti-
vate and encourage students with ASC to participate in edu-
cation and social life at school. Perhaps this can become a
reality, or at least support the design of better education prac-
tices for students with ASC, when it is considered through the
lens of Universal Design for Learning, where the framework
of a universal education practice is already designed at an
initial stage to meet the diversity of students (Meyer et al.
2014). According to Hall et al. (2012), an inclusive society
enables the participation of all citizens without restrictions,
which starts with an inclusive and accessible school that em-
braces and celebrates diversity.
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