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Introduction
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a lifelong neurodevelopmental condition characterised by differences in social communication, behaviour, and sensory processing (NICE, 2021). Globally, around one in 100 children are estimated to be autistic (World Health Organization, 2023). In the UK, the National Autistic Society (2023) reports rising identification rates, with boys diagnosed more frequently than girls, often at earlier ages. Autism presents as a spectrum, with each individual showing unique strengths and challenges, influencing learning, social interaction, and classroom participation (Bolourian, Zeedyk and Blacher, 2018).
Mainstream primary schools in the UK are increasingly inclusive, aiming to educate autistic pupils alongside their non-autistic peers. This inclusive approach is guided by policies such as the Children and Families Act 2014, the Equality Act 2010, and the SEND Code of Practice (DfE/DoH, 2015), which require schools to make reasonable adjustments and provide individualised support. However, teachers frequently report challenges in meeting autistic pupils’ needs due to limited training, resource constraints, and varying access to specialist support (Cook, Ogden, and Winstone, 2020). These challenges can affect both teacher well-being and pupil outcomes.
The focus of this scoping review is teachers’ experiences of supporting autistic boys in mainstream UK primary schools. Boys are more often diagnosed with autism and may exhibit more externalising behaviours, such as restlessness or aggression, that impact classroom dynamics (Bond and Hebron, 2016). Understanding teachers’ experiences offers valuable insights into the real-world application of inclusive education policies and helps identify effective teaching strategies.

Teachers play a crucial role in shaping autistic pupils’ school experiences. Despite national inclusion policies, many teachers feel underprepared to support autistic pupils effectively (McDougal, Riby and Hanley, 2020). Exploring their perspectives can identify gaps in professional development, inform evidence-based interventions, and contribute to improving inclusive practice across UK schools.
Review Question:
What are teachers’ experiences of supporting autistic boys in mainstream UK primary schools?

Objectives:
1. To explore the challenges teachers, report when supporting autistic boys.
2. To evaluate the effectiveness and use of classroom interventions and training.
3. To identify gaps in teacher support, knowledge, and well-being related to inclusion practices.
Background
Inclusive education has become a central feature of UK educational policy over the last two decades, ensuring that all children, regardless of ability, are supported to access learning within mainstream environments. The inclusion of autistic children, particularly boys, presents unique challenges due to the complexity of autism and the variability of needs (Norwich and Eaton, 2022). This background outlines the policy context, school practices, professional expectations, and existing research on inclusion, focusing on mainstream UK primary schools.
Policy and Legislative Context
The UK government has promoted inclusion through statutory frameworks. The Children and Families Act 2014 established a legal requirement for local authorities to support children with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). The SEND Code of Practice (DfE/DoH, 2015) guides inclusive education from early years to further education, emphasizing collaboration between schools, families, and health professionals, with a focus on early identification and intervention. The Equality Act 2010 protects pupils with disabilities, including autism, from discrimination and mandates reasonable adjustments for equitable access.
Additionally, the Autism Strategy for England (DHSC, 2021) and the National Autism Plan for Children (Le Couteur et al., 2003) highlight early support and teacher training as key to inclusion. The Ofsted framework (2023) assesses schools on their ability to meet diverse needs, reinforcing accountability. Despite this robust policy base, there remains a gap between policy intentions and classroom practice (Pellicano et al., 2018), with teachers often reporting insufficient resources, staff training, or practical support.
Current Educational Practices
Mainstream primary schools adopt a graduated inclusion approach outlined by the Assess, Plan, Do, Review model (DfE/DoH, 2015). This supports teachers in identifying needs, planning interventions, implementing strategies, and reviewing progress. For autistic pupils, strategies include structured teaching, visual supports, social stories, sensory adaptations, and involving teaching assistants (Humphrey and Lewis, 2008). Implementation varies widely depending on funding, leadership, and staff expertise (Emam and Farrell, 2009).
Teachers are crucial in creating inclusive environments. Research shows positive attitudes, confidence, and knowledge influence inclusion success (Holliday, 2021). However, many feel underprepared to manage behaviours such as sensory overload, communication difficulties, and social isolation (Cook, Ogden, and Winstone, 2020). The Autism Education Trust (AET) offers nationally recognised training, but participation varies (AET, 2015).
Teacher well-being is also a key issue. Supporting autistic pupils requires emotional resilience, adaptability, and collaboration with external specialists (Jennett et al., 2018). Without adequate support, teachers may experience stress and burnout, affecting pupil outcomes (Cassidy et al., 2020).
Relevance to Autistic Boys
Gender differences in autism have led to a focus on boys in research. Boys are typically diagnosed earlier and more likely to show externalising behaviours like hyperactivity or aggression, which are highly visible (Hull et al., 2020). These behaviours can be misinterpreted as defiance or poor discipline rather than indicators of sensory or communication distress (Dean et al., 2017). Teachers often struggle to distinguish behavioural from sensory responses, leading to inconsistent support (Bond and Hebron, 2016).
The National Autistic Society (2022) notes that many autistic boys struggle with transitions, peer relationships, and sensory environments in mainstream schools. Strategies supporting predictability and structure such as visual timetables, reduced stimuli, and routines can improve engagement (McDougal, Riby, and Hanley, 2020). However, access and consistent application depend heavily on teacher training and school ethos.
Gaps in Existing Knowledge
While many studies explore inclusion broadly, few focus specifically on teachers’ experiences supporting autistic boys in UK mainstream schools. Many reviews include mixed-gender samples or focus on autism generally, without gender-specific analysis (Warren, Buckingham, and Parsons, 2020). Consequently, gender-specific behaviour, communication, and classroom interaction patterns remain underexplored.
Research also shows gaps in long-term evidence on how teachers’ strategies evolve and how professional development impacts outcomes (Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist, 2023). The emotional impact on teachers, including stress, self-efficacy, and professional identity, remains under-researched (Willis, 2018).
This review aims to consolidate UK evidence on teachers’ experiences supporting autistic boys in mainstream primary schools, highlighting best practices, systemic barriers, and gaps in teacher training and support, with the goal of informing policy, professional development, and future research.
Methods
Scoping Review Design
This study used a scoping review approach, following the framework developed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005), which is widely recognised for mapping existing research in complex or emerging areas. Scoping reviews are particularly useful for exploring topics with limited or diverse evidence bases, such as teachers’ experiences of supporting autistic boys in mainstream primary schools. This approach allowed for the identification, synthesis, and thematic organisation of research evidence without excluding studies based on methodological design. The review also drew on guidance from the Joanna Briggs Institute (Peters et al., 2020) to ensure systematic and transparent processes. The review question and eligibility criteria were structured using the PCC framework (Population–Concept–Context), which is recommended for scoping reviews to ensure clarity and focus (Peters et al., 2020).
Search Strategy
Electronic databases were systematically searched during 2025 using Google Scholar, PubMed, ERIC, and PsycINFO. Search terms combined Boolean operators and included:
(autism OR "autistic boys") AND ("mainstream school" OR "primary education") AND (teachers OR educators) AND (UK OR "United Kingdom").
Peer-reviewed journal articles published in English between 2014 and 2024 were considered. The review was limited to studies conducted within the UK to ensure contextual relevance to UK educational policies and practices. Reference lists of included studies were also screened for additional sources.


Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
inclusion: Peer-reviewed studies that explored teachers’ experiences or perceptions of supporting autistic boys, were conducted in UK mainstream primary schools, and were published in peer-reviewed journals. Both qualitative and mixed-methods designs were accepted. Initially, the review aimed to focus on studies involving children around 5 years old; however, due to the limited availability of research specific to this age group, the age range was expanded to include boys up to 10 years old to ensure sufficient and relevant evidence for analysis.
Exclusion: Studies published before 2016, studies focusing solely on special schools, non-UK research, interventions without teacher perspectives, non-peer reviewed sources and opinion pieces or non-empirical reports.
Five key studies meeting these criteria were included for in-depth thematic analysis: Bond and Hebron (2016), Warren, Buckingham & Parsons (2020), Cook, Ogden and Winstone (2020), McDougal, Riby and Hanley (2020), and Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist (2023). These were supported by wider literature to contextualise findings.
Data Extraction and Thematic Analysis
Study selection was documented using PRISMA-ScR principles to support transparency in reporting the search and screening process (Tricco et al., 2018). A data extraction table was developed to summarise each study, including authors, type of study, research method, type of analysis, sample size, and main findings. Thematic analysis followed Aveyard’s (2014) simplified approach, which involves identifying recurring themes across studies by grouping similar findings and concepts. This method supports clarity and transparency while allowing for flexible interpretation of qualitative data.
Ethical Considerations
As this review utilised existing published studies, ethical approval was not required. However, the process adhered to principles of research integrity and transparency, as outlined by the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018). To maintain ethical rigour, this review remained transparent by honestly reporting findings, accurately citing sources, and avoiding bias throughout analysis and interpretation. All data were sourced from publicly available peer-reviewed publications, ensuring compliance with academic standards of respect, credibility, and responsible scholarship. Maintaining transparency and neutrality was essential to uphold reliability and trustworthiness within the review process (BERA, 2018; Resnik, 2020).
Results
This scoping review identified five UK-based peer-reviewed studies that explored teachers’ experiences of supporting autistic boys in mainstream primary schools. Themes were generated using Aveyard’s (2014) simplified thematic analysis, which involved identifying recurring patterns across the selected studies. Three themes were identified: (1) Classroom Challenges and Behaviour Management, (2) Effectiveness and Use of Interventions, and (3) Support Needs and Knowledge Gaps.
Teachers reported that managing autistic boys’ behaviour and sensory needs was very challenging (Bond & Hebron, 2016; Warren, Buckingham & Parsons, 2020). Large class sizes, limited specialist support, and inconsistent access to training made inclusion difficult (Cook, Ogden & Winstone, 2020). Teachers also noted that behaviours like meltdowns or difficulty with transitions were more common in boys, requiring them to constantly adapt their strategies (Bond & Hebron, 2016; Warren, Buckingham & Parsons, 2020).
In relation to interventions, teachers reported using structured approaches such as visual timetables, social stories, and individualised seating plans to support engagement (McDougal, Riby and Hanley, 2020). However, their effectiveness was closely linked to teachers’ confidence and training. Professional development programmes, including autism-focused Continuing Professional Development (CPD), were found to improve both teacher understanding and classroom management skills (Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist, 2023). Nonetheless, implementation was inconsistent across schools due to variations in resources and leadership support.
A third theme emerged around support needs and knowledge gaps. Teachers expressed a lack of confidence in meeting sensory and communication needs and emphasised the importance of collaboration with educational psychologists and SEN coordinators (Bond and Hebron, 2016). Some participants also highlighted emotional strain and stress linked to inadequate institutional support, suggesting a need for improved teacher wellbeing initiatives (Warren, Buckingham and Parsons, 2020).
Overall, the synthesis indicates that while inclusive practices and interventions are valued, teachers continue to face significant barriers in effectively supporting autistic boys. Thematic findings informed the discussion of key challenges, training gaps, and implications for educational policy and practice.

 Table 1 - Summary of Included Studies
	Authors
	Type of Study
	Research Method
	Type of Analysis
	Sample Size
	Main Findings

	Warren, Buckingham & Parsons (2020)
	Primary
	Qualitative interviews
	Thematic
	12 teachers
	Explored classroom behaviour challenges, inclusion barriers, and teacher stress.

	Cook, Ogden & Winstone (2020)
	Primary
	Interviews / focus groups
	Thematic
	20 teachers and educational psychologists
	Identified need for training; linked confidence to CPD engagement.

	McDougal, Riby & Hanley (2020)
	Primary
	Qualitative interviews
	Thematic
	15 teachers
	Examined interventions (e.g., visual supports, structured teaching) and barriers.

	Bond & Hebron (2016)
	Primary
	Mixed methods (survey/interviews)
	Thematic
	25 staff
	Explored inclusion, behaviour management, and CPD gaps.

	Petersson-Bloom & Holmqvist (2023)
	Primary
		Pre-post intervention study



	



	Thematic
	18 teachers
	Evaluated impact of CPD on confidence and intervention use.




Discussion
This discussion critically analyses the main findings of the scoping review on teachers’ experiences of supporting autistic boys in mainstream UK primary schools. Using Aveyard’s (2014) simplified thematic analysis, three key themes were identified: (1) classroom challenges and behaviour management, (2) effectiveness and use of interventions, and (3) support needs and knowledge gaps. Each theme is examined in relation to the review objectives, relevant UK policy, and existing literature to provide a comprehensive understanding of teachers’ experiences and areas for improvement.
The scoping review revealed consistent challenges faced by teachers supporting autistic boys, particularly around behaviour management, intervention effectiveness, and unmet support needs. 
Theme 1: Classroom Challenges and Behaviour Management
This theme directly relates to Objective 1, which explored the challenges teachers face when supporting autistic boys in mainstream schools. Across the reviewed studies, teachers described difficulties in managing behaviours linked to autism, including sensory overload, meltdowns, limited attention, and difficulties with peer interaction (Warren, Buckingham & Parsons, 2020; Bond & Hebron, 2016). Teachers reported that classroom environments were often overwhelming for autistic pupils due to noise, unpredictability, and social pressures. Similar findings are reflected in wider UK research showing that sensory sensitivities and transitions are among the most common triggers for behavioural distress (NAS, 2023).
Teachers’ experiences also reflected emotional strain, as behaviour management was linked to stress and burnout. Warren, Buckingham and Parsons (2020) found that many teachers felt underprepared and anxious when dealing with unpredictable behaviours, which affected their confidence and well-being. This aligns with other UK research showing that teachers supporting pupils with SEND report higher levels of stress compared to peers (Education Support, 2022). Large class sizes, limited specialist support, and high workload contributed to these challenges (Cook, Ogden & Winstone, 2020).
Policy frameworks such as the SEND Code of Practice (DfE & DoH, 2015) and the Equality Act (2010) require schools to make reasonable adjustments to support autistic children. However, the review suggests that practical implementation remains inconsistent across schools. Although inclusive education is promoted at policy level, teachers reported difficulties balancing inclusion with classroom demands. This discrepancy between policy and practice indicates a gap in training, resources, and institutional support (McDougal, Riby & Hanley, 2020).
Critically, while all five studies were UK-based and provided valuable insights, most relied on small samples or qualitative interviews. This limits the ability to generalise findings across school contexts. However, the consistency of themes across studies strengthens the credibility of the evidence. The findings suggest that while teachers are committed to inclusion, they lack adequate training and ongoing professional guidance, particularly in behaviour management for autistic boys.
Theme 2: Effectiveness and Use of Interventions
This theme relates to Objective 2, which aimed to evaluate classroom interventions described in the literature. Across studies, teachers reported using a range of strategies including visual timetables, structured seating, sensory breaks, social stories, and small-group teaching (McDougal, Riby & Hanley, 2020; Cook, Ogden & Winstone, 2020). These interventions are consistent with national recommendations from the Autism Education Trust (2015), which emphasise structure, predictability, and visual support in inclusive classrooms.
Evidence from the review indicates that the effectiveness of interventions was influenced by teacher understanding, confidence, and the consistency of application (Petersson-Bloom & Holmqvist, 2023). Teachers who had completed CPD (Continuing Professional Development) programmes or received in-school guidance reported higher confidence in adapting teaching methods. This finding reflects research by Lindsay et al. (2020), who found that targeted CPD improves teacher self-efficacy and classroom inclusion. However, several teachers across studies expressed frustration that training opportunities were often brief, optional, or theory-focused rather than practical (Bond & Hebron, 2016).
Some interventions were successful in improving classroom engagement and reducing anxiety, but others had limited or short-term effects. The lack of long-term evaluation of intervention outcomes was a recurring limitation across the reviewed studies. For example, while Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist (2023) found that CPD improved teachers’ confidence, there was little follow-up to determine whether this led to sustained changes in practice or pupil outcomes. This reflects a broader research gap in UK education; interventions are often implemented without robust longitudinal assessment (Ainscow, 2020).
From a critical standpoint, the reviewed studies mainly relied on self-reported data from teachers, which may introduce bias, as participants could overestimate the success of interventions or underreport challenges. However, the consistency of findings across multiple studies enhances the trustworthiness of the results. Interventions were often resource-dependent, with better outcomes reported in schools with supportive leadership and access to specialist input (Cook, Ogden & Winstone, 2020).
In summary, this theme demonstrates that interventions can be effective when teachers are trained, supported, and given adequate time to implement them. However, there remains a lack of standardisation and evaluation of what works best for autistic boys in different classroom contexts. This highlights a significant area for future research and policy focus.
Theme 3: Support Needs and Knowledge Gaps
The third theme corresponds with Objective 3, which aimed to identify knowledge gaps and areas for improvement. Across the five studies, teachers consistently reported limited autism-specific training, lack of access to specialist support, and uncertainty about evidence-based strategies (Bond & Hebron, 2016; Warren, Buckingham & Parsons, 2020). Teachers often relied on trial and error to find what worked for each pupil, which increased anxiety and reduced confidence (McDougal, Riby & Hanley, 2020).
A common finding was that collaboration with educational psychologists, speech and language therapists, and SEN coordinators was inconsistent. Teachers in schools with strong multidisciplinary support described better inclusion outcomes (Cook, Ogden & Winstone, 2020). Conversely, teachers working in under-resourced settings reported isolation and limited capacity to individualise support. These findings highlight the importance of system-wide approaches and collaboration, as recommended in UK policy frameworks such as the SEND Code of Practice (DfE & DoH, 2015) and the Children and Families Act (2014).
Teachers also reported a need for more practical CPD opportunities focused on classroom application rather than theory (Petersson-Bloom & Holmqvist, 2023). The literature supports this, suggesting that experiential, practice-based training leads to better outcomes for both teachers and pupils (Robertson, 2019). Furthermore, there is limited research exploring how teacher wellbeing affects their capacity to support autistic pupils. Studies outside this review suggest that stress and burnout can reduce effectiveness and contribute to negative attitudes toward inclusion (Education Support, 2022).
Critically, the evidence base remains small, and studies often use non-standardised measures of teacher experience or confidence. There is also limited focus on boys specifically, despite higher diagnosis rates and different behavioural profiles compared to girls (NICE, 2021). This gap suggests the need for more gender-sensitive research approaches.
The findings from this theme indicate that while teachers are motivated to support autistic boys, systemic and professional barriers limit their ability to do so effectively. Strengthening CPD, improving access to expert support, and fostering collaboration between teachers, families, and professionals are essential steps for improvement.
Overall Discussion and Critical Reflection
Overall, the three themes show that teachers are committed to inclusion but face challenges due to inconsistent training, limited resources, and lack of long-term research, despite increased awareness of autism and available evidence-based interventions.
The thematic analysis demonstrates how teacher experiences intersect with wider policy priorities such as inclusion and equality. However, despite comprehensive legislation, practice often lags behind policy intent. This gap underscores the need for systemic investment in teacher education and school-based support structures (DfE, 2019).
The review also reveals methodological limitations across the studies, including small, non-representative samples, self-reported data, and limited use of mixed methods. Future research should employ longitudinal and quantitative approaches to strengthen the evidence base. Additionally, future studies should include boys-only samples to provide insights into gendered experiences of autism in mainstream education.
Summary of Discussion
In conclusion, the discussion demonstrates that:
· Teachers face significant behavioural and emotional challenges in supporting autistic boys, leading to stress and reduced confidence.
· Interventions are helpful but vary in effectiveness depending on teacher training, resources, and context.
· There are critical knowledge gaps and inconsistent access to specialist support, which hinder inclusive practice.
Even though inclusive education policy has improved, schools still need more training and support to meet the needs of autistic boys in mainstream classrooms. Future research should also include autistic pupils’ views on inclusion, alongside teachers’ experiences, to help shape fairer and more effective policies.

Recommendations for Future Research
Future research should examine the long-term effects of support strategies for autistic boys in mainstream primary schools, including visual timetables, routines, and communication aids. Longitudinal studies are necessary to assess whether early interventions provide lasting benefits and if strategies need adaptation for different ages. Additional research is also needed on teachers’ wellbeing, focusing on stress, burnout, and coping mechanisms, especially in large classes or with limited support. A key gap is the lack of boys-specific data; most studies combine genders or omit gender differences. Since boys are diagnosed more often and may show more externalizing behaviors, research should explore how gender influences behavior, learning, and classroom dynamics to develop targeted strategies. Lastly, studies should encompass diverse school types and regions across the UK, moving beyond small, localized samples to identify universally effective practices versus those dependent on environmental factors.
Recommendations for Policy and Practice
Schools must provide teachers with autism-specific training to boost confidence in supporting autistic boys. Ongoing professional development should include sensory processing, behaviour management, communication, and task adaptation. Access to specialists like educational psychologists and speech therapists is essential for planning and monitoring interventions. Whole-school strategies such as consistent use of visual supports and routines are vital, along with clear policies and collaborative problem-solving to reduce stress and improve outcomes. Systematic monitoring of interventions is also necessary, with simple tracking to assess effectiveness, support reviews, and adjust strategies for better support.
Conclusion 
This review examined teachers’ support for autistic boys in mainstream primary schools. Key themes included limited autism-specific training, behavioural and sensory issues, and the importance of structured interventions and multi-agency collaboration. Teachers remained committed to inclusion but often felt unprepared and unsupported for complex needs.
While effective strategies like visual schedules, routines, and sensory adjustments were noted, access varied significantly between schools, revealing a gap between policies and practice. The findings emphasise the need for ongoing professional development, specialist input, and consistent whole-school approaches.
Enhancing teacher training, resources, and collaboration could boost confidence and improve educational experiences for autistic boys, fostering more meaningful inclusion and better outcomes for both pupils and staff
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