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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to decipher whether inclusion is the best approach to educating children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in Primary Schools. The method used was a desk-based review of literature. The literature examined was journal articles, Government legislation, educational books, Society publications, and reliable websites. The literature explored considered the experiences of children with ASD in three different educational settings: mainstream classrooms; Special Teaching Facilities; and Special Schools. The emergent themes found were different for each of the educational settings. For example: the experience of children with ASD being bullied was found in the mainstream setting, yet the experience of friendship was found by children with ASD in the Special Teaching Facility and Special Schools. The themes were then substantiated by looking for evidence in published case-studies. These case studies and / or findings from school inspection reports provided the information to illustrate additional themes from each of the three educational settings, such as exclusion, misunderstandings of the children, social skills, goals tailored for individual needs, and outcomes. The findings show that although inclusion is promoted, there is little evidence to support it. Additionally, it appears from the literature, that when the Inclusion Policy has to put in place in specific educational settings, the emotional well-being of a child with ASD may suffer.







Introduction
Throughout this desk-based research, the schooling experiences of children who have Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) will be critically discussed and analysed. In order to do this, a definition of ASD is needed. Autism is a developmental disability that is life-long lasting; it cannot be “cured” as it is not an illness or a disease (National Autistic Society, 2016). Research states that people, especially children, with autism often have trouble with communication, whether this be communicating through language, or communicating with one’s self with one’s own feelings (Farrell, 2003; Farrell, 2012; Harris, 2018).
It has been stated that there is “overwhelming” evidence that the cause of autism has a robust genetic component and a biological bias (Medical Research Council, 2001, p.21). Autism was first identified in the 1940s by Leo Kanner, who according to Harris, was the “leading child psychiatrist of his generation” (Harris, 2018, p.1). However, it was identified as a separate condition to the one it is known as today (Farrell, 2003, p.16). Due to this, in earlier literature it is highly likely to find research for a condition named Kanner Syndrome or Childhood Schizophrenia (Farrell, 2003, p.16). With autism being a spectrum condition, each person with ASD has different symptoms or different ways it can affect them (National Autistic Society, 2016). The implications are that autism is a spectrum of strength: person A could be at one end of the autistic spectrum, with quite mild autistic tendencies, and person B may be at the other end of the autistic spectrum with more notable autistic tendencies. Yet research shows that the running theme, with regard to what effects autism can have on someone, is a difficulty to “make sense of the mind’s own activities” (Farrell, 2003, p.16). 
Autism is a highly relevant topic to education in Primary School. The reason for this is because in 2003, Farrell stated that autism affected 4 – 5 children per 10,000 children, and that three times as many children had “autism-like difficulties” (Farrell, 2003, p 16). However, since then, the statistics have grown drastically. Now, in 2020, the statistics are that roughly 1 child in every 54 children is identified with ASD (Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020). With the average public Primary School in the United Kingdom holding 281 pupils (Department for Education, 2018, p.3). This signifies that statistically, each Primary School, across the United Kingdom is educating at least 5 pupils who have identified ASD. In addition to this, there is also a percentage of children with undiagnosed autism (Da Conceicao, 2017). 
[bookmark: _Hlk38973726]The reason why this is relevant to education is because Farrell highlights that 75 – 80% of children with ASD have learning difficulties, whether these be moderate or more severe (Farrell, 2003, p.17). Farrell stated in 2003, with regard to the education of a child with autism, that it is important to implement structured work that focusses on communication and social skills, as well as working closely with parents and/or care givers in order to ensure consistency in regards to the approaches implemented (Farrell, 2003, p.17). This is developed further in 2012, as Farrell states it is essential that the curriculum the child is receiving is “developmentally suitable” and “chronologically appropriate” for the child in question (Farrell, 2012, p.200). Farrell then goes further to discuss that teachers must take responsibility in recognising that the typical process of education, or the curriculum, can be perceived as threatening and confusing to the child at times. This leads towards the argument of whether mainstream education is the best option for children with ASD, as it has been found that 63% of children with autism are not in the type of school which their parents or caregivers believe would support them best (Reid, 2011, p.18). Additionally, 34% of children with ASD state that the worst part about their school is that they get “picked on” (Reid, cited by The National Autistic Society, 2018). 
There is a range of literature and legislation around the topic of autism in education.  Whether these are publications which help educators with understanding and teaching methods, some of which being ‘Supporting Every Child’ by Walton and Goddard (2009), or ‘Supporting Inclusive Practice’ (2011) a book edited by Knowles. Also, there is government legislation to ensure that safeguarding and child rights guidelines fall into education with autism. One piece of legislation is the Autism Bill for Wales 2018. The proposal for the bill was placed in March 2017 by Paul Davies AM; it was then agreed by the rest of the National Assembly for Wales members in June 2017. By December 2018, the Bill had been introduced successfully. The Bill has been developed in order to ensure the needs of children and adults in Wales with ASD are met, and that their rights are promoted in addition to being protected (National Assembly for Wales, 2019, p.2). The Bill consists of twelve sections which centre on improved practice in diagnostics and meeting the needs of the person with ASD, by promoting research and issuing the bill across all relevant bodies, such as the NHS and local authorities. 
An impactful legislation, which was the inspiration behind this desk-based research, is the Welsh Government published ‘Inclusion and Pupil Support’. The 2016 ‘Inclusion and Pupil Support’ document is a government published document on how to ensure inclusive education across schools in Wales. The Welsh Government state that the principles of inclusive education include local authorities and mainstream schools developing “their cultures, policies and practices to include all children and young people” (Welsh Government, 2016, p.2). It is stated along with this that “with the right training, strategies and support, nearly all children and young people who require extra support can be successfully included in mainstream education” (Welsh Government, 2016, p.2). Throughout this written piece of desk-based research, the claims made in the ‘Inclusion and Pupil Support’ government issued document will be questioned and researched through case studies, journal articles, and reliable websites. 
This will be done throughout three chapters: Chapter one is the discussion of the fully inclusive education approach, using case studies from pupils (with ASD) who either are, or were, in mainstream education. Chapter One also will be using a case study from the staff’s perspective, in order to have knowledge from both sides of the argument. Chapter Two revolves around the discussion of children with ASD receiving their education from a Specialist Teaching Facility (STF). It is anticipated that will be done through looking into the literature evidence with relation to the benefits and challenges of attending a STF. This will then be formed into a hypothesis on the themes to be found in any case studies that look into the experiences of children with ASD in STF. Chapter Three discusses the experiences of children with ASD in special schools. This again is anticipated to be done with literature research backing up a hypothesis made on what can be expected to be seen in case studies. A conclusion will be drawn on whether inclusion is a viable educational strategy for all children with ASD. The conclusion will also note the findings of this desk-based research, and whether they were expected or not.



Chapter 1
The Experience of a Child with Autism Spectrum Disorder in a Mainstream Classroom
Throughout the United Kingdom there has been an increase in the number of children with ASD receiving their education in mainstream schools (Mandy, Murin, Baykaner, Staunton, Hellriegel, Anderson, and Skuse, 2015). This is a reflection of the inclusion policy that was designed in order to promote the rights of all people with special educational needs. Within Chapter One of this desk-based research, the experience of a child with ASD in mainstream education will be discussed. Firstly, negative and positive recurring themes found in literature, such as journal articles, books, and society issued documents, will be noted. From this, a hypothesis on what themes are likely to be found in case studies will be made. Once case studies are reviewed it will then be possible to see if the hypothesis of themes was correct, and what themes came to light that were unexpected.
Before looking more deeply into individual case studies that involve children with ASD in mainstream classes, it is beneficial to point out any running themes that have been found in literature relating to this topic. This will allow for a hypothesis of what could be found when involving the case studies into the research. When reading different journal articles and documents in relation to children with autism, there were a few negative recurrences found. Although the number of children in mainstream education who have autism has increased due to the inclusive policy, research states that these children are often found to be excluded from school (Donno, Parker, and Gilmour, 2010). Reid expands this further by stating the statistics of the situation. Reid stated that 17% of children with autism, in the United Kingdom, have been suspended from school, with 48% of these suspensions happening three or more times and 4% of these children being expelled from one or more schools (Reid, 2011, p.8). Socially excluding children with ASD is extremely harmful for their well-being, as studies have shown that it can lead to health problems, anti-social behaviours, early withdrawal from education, and long-term unemployment (Howlin, Goode, Hutton, & Rutter, 2004). 
Another running topic found throughout the research is that there is an overwhelming lack of teacher training for mainstream educators on the topic of autism, which results in classroom teachers often not understanding autism or employing any useful teaching strategies to approach it (Northern Ireland Autism Charity, 2020; The National Autistic Society, Date Unknown, p.3; Reagan, 2012, p.3). Mandy et al. build on this by stating that there are definite substantial barriers when it comes to the successful integration of children with ASD into mainstream schools, and in order to promote inclusion properly and successfully, a better understanding of these barriers is needed (Mandy et al., 2015). One specific theme is the bullying of children that occurs within mainstream education.  Much of the research conducted has highlighted this issue. The research states that children with autism are noticeably subjected to bullying in mainstream education setting (Van Roekel, Scholte, & Didden, 2010; Reid, cited by The National Autistic Society, 2018; Sterzing, Shattuck, Narendorf, 2012; Mandy et al., 2015). 
Even though there are multiple negative running themes found in research concerning children with ASD in mainstream education, there are also positive running themes and arguments, although it is notably harder to find research to back them. Howlin et al. (2004) state the exclusion of children with autism in schools is a recurring problem that can negatively impact on a child’s well-being and this could result in “social exclusion”. However, it can be argued that by a child with autism not being in a mainstream education setting, this is socially exclusive, which can possibly result in the same outcomes.
It has been found that main beneficial factor of inclusive education is social outcomes. Research shows that when children with ASD attend mainstream school, they grow and develop social skills (Strain, 1983; Boutot and Bryant, 2005; Buysse and Bailey, 1993; Waddington, and Reed, 2016; Reagan, 2012, p.8). It was found that children with autism in mainstream schools displayed better “pro-social behaviour” than children with autism who attended special schools (Waddington, and Reed, 2016). It has also been argued that children with ASD exhibit higher levels of engagement when attending a mainstream school than the students with ASD in segregated schools, as well as having more advanced personal educational goals (Reagan, 2012, p.9). A  point made by Raegan, Eldar, Talmor, and Wolf-Zukerman, although it is not to do with the education of a child with ASD personally, is that the peers of a child with ASD in mainstream education benefit from their inclusion, as this exposes to children a “diversity of temperaments” (Reagan, 2012, p.8; Eldar, Talmor, and Wolf-Zukerman, 2010, p.98).
Through looking into the different research studies and journal articles about the negative and positive impacts that mainstream education has on children with ASD, it is significant that there is more research on the negative impacts. The themes that were found more than once in different literature was the lack of support in regard to teacher training and teacher knowledge, bullying, and social exclusion. Yet, contrary to that, the literature on the positive effects of mainstream education for children with ASD states that one of the most beneficial elements of being part of a mainstream education class is that there is a large opportunity to develop and grow social skills and pro-social behaviour from being included with peers and teachers. 
Through focusing on the research, it may be possible to posit a hypothesis with regard to recurrent themes emerging from the case studies examined. The hypothesis that has been drawn together is that the following themes will be apparent when looking into case studies: exclusion of some form, whether it be social or educational, suggests that educators are not meeting the needs of the pupil in question correctly; and some form of evidence that the pupils’ social skills developed more than the educators or caregivers originally thought. 
Due to this paper being a desk-based research any case studies used are secondary sources, not case studies that the author has sourced from primary evidence. With regard to this, the case studies across the chapters may vary in comparability. The case study in question that will be used for discussion of children with ASD in mainstream education was published by Goodall (2018) in the journal Autism & Developmental Language Impairments. Within this journal article, Goodall conducts an explorative study with fifteen participants, all of whom have ASD, on their experiences in mainstream education, as well as what improvements the pupils feel could be made. Although the participants are aged 11 – 17, they are reflecting on their whole experience of mainstream education, including primary school. Goodall noted that several of the participants stated “feelings of dread” with regard to their time in mainstream education (Goodall, 2018, p.6). In addition, the participants also stated that mainstream education had multiple negative impacts on their well-being, with a quote from one pupil stating, “I am physically, mentally and emotionally drained ... I am done with this. Talking about it [mainstream school] makes me angry ... very angry and upset” (Sarah Jane cited by Goodall, 2018, p.6). One of the pupils in the Goodall exploratory study drew a picture to express their emotions about school, the child had drawn a picture of them pulling their hair out. When questioned about this the child stated, “This is me pulling my hair out as I am so stressed at teachers, the work and being suspended” (Thomas cited by Goodall, 2018, p.7). 
Throughout the study another discussion the participants had was about loneliness and bullying in mainstream schools. One individual, named in this study as Wade, stated that for him, the worst part about mainstream education was his peers. He goes on to state “they would constantly bully you” and then expressed that it was not only verbal bullying but physical too (Wade, cited by Goodall, 2018, p.8). Another pupil, named Ro, stated that when he was in primary school it felt, to him, as if all his peers thought it was okay to bully them and act a certain way towards them. Ro describes this as “you know germs... if kids have germs ... it was like I had germs and they weren’t to go near me” (Ro, cited by Goodall, 2018, p.8). Throughout the experiences section of the Goodall study more areas of discussions are held such as isolation, feeling misunderstood, and feeling unsupported. All participants related to this, and all participants provided only negative first-hand experiences, with no positives. One participant stated that they were often made to stay in at lunch times and break times in order to finish work not done in class time, which led to them feeling more isolated (Sarah Jane, cited by Goodall, 2018, 10). It is reasonable to make the assumption that if this child had been understood better by the teacher, and had support in the classroom, they would have been able to finish class work more often, which would have meant they would not have experienced any of the three topics stated above. 
Each participant endured a variety of negative experiences in mainstream education. However, when questioned about what would make a good teacher for children with ASD, three out of the fifteen participants stated that they did have one member of staff that they felt was understanding of them, which in hindsight means that twelve out of the fifteen did not find that they had experiences a teacher that was understanding of them. In the conclusion of Goodall’s study, it is stated that all participants felt that for them, attempts at inclusion in mainstream education only resulted in “exclusion, feelings of dread and isolation” (Goodall, 2018, p.14). Goodall further explains that through his findings from the study, the participants felt that in order for mainstream school to be more enjoyable and successful for them as individuals, they would need a supportive teacher who understands them. “It goes beyond having training or implementing specific strategies, to showing a genuine interest in them as a person” (Goodall, 2018, p.10).
From looking at the experiences of the children with ASD in the Goodall study, it is clear that they all, as pupils who have been part of inclusive education in mainstream education, have a very negative view of mainstream education and that their experiences have been overwhelmingly negative. Although this study did not start with any bias intent, it is clear that the negatives drastically outweigh the positives from the pupils’ point of view. Due to the high volume of negative outcomes found in the Goodall study, it is beneficial to look into a case study from the point of view of mainstream teachers who have taught a child with ASD, in order to understand both sides of the argument on inclusion with ASD.
The study that will be used for this is a 2004 journal article ‘Teachers’ Experience of Support in the Mainstream Education of Pupils with Autism’. This study was held across five schools, and was for teachers who were either having, or due to have, support for their pupil from an outside source. In similarity to Goodall’s study, there have been specific topics of discussion in this study with regard to the results found by Glashan, Mackay, and Grieve (2004). The first topic of discussion held in the findings of the study was under the subheading ‘Peers’. The first part of the ‘Peers’ section is ‘Concerns for other children’. The first result founded by Glashan et al. was that the teaching staff were concerned for the “physical safety” of the other children in the class when including a child with ASD in the classroom (Glashan et al, 2004, p.54). Also included in the ‘Peers’ section of findings is that the teachers who were part of this study all commented “favourably on the acceptance of the children with autism by their peers” (Glashan et al, 2004, p.55). The findings of this study also state that, it is the school’s view that the parents of these children with ASD have unreasonable expectations of the school. It is stated that “parents wanted a specialist provision in a non-specialist environment” and that although no school advocated the exclusion of any child with ASD, the school felt that the parents did not understand the limitations to mainstream education (Glashan et al, 2004, p.55-56). However, earlier in the study the findings stated that none of the primary school assistants, who were put in place for support for the classroom teacher, had any form of formal training or experience of autism (Glashan et al, 2004, p.53). The results show that three out of the five schools had “successful placements” when integrating a child with ASD into mainstream classes. However, even the teachers who had successful placements stated that if they were to be in that position again, they would wish for more support (Glashan et al, 2004, p.58).
With keeping both case studies discussed in mind, it is clear to see that there are slight conflicts of opinions between the case studies held by the pupils and the case studies held by the teaching staff. Earlier in this paper the hypothesis made was that the themes that would be found throughout the case studies related to exclusion of any kind, educators not meeting the needs of their pupils’, and evidence that the pupils’ social skills had developed. Looking at the overview of the case study of pupils it is obvious that each one of the fifteen participants had experience of the themes of exclusion, both socially and educationally, with educators not meeting their needs as learners, and as people by not taking the time to understand them correctly. The form of social exclusion that the participants in the Goodall study discussed was bullying. One participant even disclosed that they were physically bullied through being kicked, punched, and pushed (Wade, cited by Goodall, 2018, p.8). Although in the case study held by teachers it was stated that the schools found that the class peers were accepting of a child with ASD, and that the teachers’ concern actually focused more on the physical safety of the classroom peers. What was found in the Goodall study was that the participants felt as if their teachers did not understand them properly or meet their needs, with more than one participant stating that the teachers judged them from experiences with ASD the teacher had in the past (Goodall, 2018, p.10). This suggests there is some correlation with the Glashan, Mackay, and Grieve (2004) study finding that the teaching staff did not have any formal training in autism. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the staff with no training in ASD can only judge a current child on past experience, even though as educators know, each child is different.
A notion that did not occur, yet was expected, was that it was not mentioned in either case study about the development of social skills. It is unusual that neither case study mentioned this as when doing reading into inclusion with ASD, the topic to promote inclusion that is consistently brought to light is the benefits of social skills development, as mentioned in the introduction of this paper. On the other hand, an unexpected issue highlighted in the Glashan et al (2004) study was that staff felt that there were limitations to mainstream education for children with ASD. This was unexpected as the principles behind inclusive education were that “all children and young people should have access to an appropriate education that affords them the opportunity to achieve their personal potential” (Welsh Government, 2016, p.2). In the next chapter experiences of children with ASD in special teaching facilities within mainstream schools will be discussed. It will be interesting to see if any of the themes found in Goodall’s study follow through to this, with children still being in mainstream schools, yet having their education held in a specialised teaching facility within the school. 




















Chapter 2
The Experience of a Child with Autism Spectrum Disorder in a Specialist Teaching Facility
Throughout Chapter Two of this desk-based research, the experience of a child with ASD in a Specialist Teaching Facility (STF) will be discussed. Initially, literature is needed in order to get an understanding of the what a STF system is like, and how it differs from mainstream education. When looking into the literature it will then be possible to note any recurring themes, whether they be positive or negative. These themes will be found through literature such as journal articles, reliable websites, and government documents. Following this it will then be possible to draw together a hypothesis on possible themes to be found when looking into the case study.
Before delving into individual case studies that are related to the experience of children with ASD in a STF, it is beneficial to gain an understanding of this from of education from a theoretical point of view. Firstly, it is crucial to identify the meaning of STF. Many schools may have some form of Specialist Teaching Facility that may go by a different name, such as a Specialist Resource Base (Pentrebane Primary School, Date Unknown; Cardiff Council, 2013). Some county councils even use the term Specialist Provision (Carmarthenshire County Council, 2019). However, although there are different names that it may come under, it all encompasses the same ideology. A STF is simply a facility found in a mainstream school with specially trained staff to cater for the pupils with specific learning difficulties (Swansea Council, 2017). 
[bookmark: _Hlk39303001]As a result of STF going by different names, it is important to note that it can be difficult to track down the research based around them. STFs can be put in place to enable the inclusion of children with ASD into mainstream yet allowing them to receive education from specialist trained educators (Holt, Lea, and Bowlby, 2012, p.2191; National Autistic Society, Date Unknown; Department for Education, 2018). One of the recurring themes noticed through the limited research available was that STF units allow for the development of friendships by giving children the opportunity to feel safe and confident at school. This in turn results in them wanting to attend school (Holt, Lea, and Bowlby, 2012, p.2200; Wilkin, Hall, and Kinder, 2003; Wang, H. L 2009). Additionally, it is noted that the units have a higher adult to child ratio than mainstream classrooms, which leads to pupils and staff finding that they are more able to give pupils the time, attention, and support they need (National Autistic Society, Date Unknown; Wilkin, Hall, and Kinder, 2003). 
Other themes brought to light were not so much recurring as they were just founded by certain researchers. The reason why there are not as many recurring themes when researching into STF is due to the fact that there is limited research on the benefits and challenges of STF. This could be due to the fact that “almost all children on SEN support are educated in mainstream schools rather than special schools or units” (Carroll, Bradley, Crawford, Hannant, Johnson and Thompson, 2017, p.8). Another factor found is that the physical environments of most STF classrooms are designed and decorated more to simulate or be beneficial to the pupil (HMIE, 2006, p.9). It was also noted that STF offer great opportunities for pupils to transfer the skills that they learn in school time into community settings (HMIE, 2006, p.19). The final factor found through literature was that even though the staff in the STF are presented as experts, it has been found that an important factor that their expertise is forged in part with the relationships developed with the young people enrolled in the units (Holt, Lea, and Bowlby, 2012, p.2201).
There is less literature on the benefits and challenges of STF, as there is for ASD in mainstream. However, from what has been found, STFs are put in place in order to facilitate an inclusive policy, by allowing children with ASD to still be part of a mainstream school, but also allowing them to gain the teaching and learning, the support, and the expertise that is needed for them. It was also noted that contrary to the results found in the literature on children with ASD in mainstream education, STFs can be a safe place for friendships to develop amongst children who can understand others similar to themselves. The research also shows that not only do STFs allow for relationships between peers to develop, but the relationships between staff and pupils also develop. This in turn plays a part in forging the expertise of the staff in the unit. 
From the themes found through the limited research found on STF from journals, Society documents, and Government documents, it is reasonable to draw a hypothesis together on what may be found when researching into case studies. The themes that are hypotheses for what may occur when looking into case studies are that the relationship between that staff and pupils is strong, pupils are able to make friends more comfortably and with more ease, and that the STF allows for different types of transferable skills to be learn and taught. 
When using a literature search covering the past 20 years of STF, it was unexpected to see that there are no case studies covering children in STF, or more specifically children with ASD in STF. In the absence of case studies, desk-based information regarding STF was found when using Estyn reports in order to gain knowledge of the experiences of STF, and children with ASD who attend them. The Estyn report used for this chapter, in place of a child centred case study, is the 2015 report of the inspection of Pentrebane Primary School, Cardiff. Pentrebane Primary School is a mainstream primary school situated in the north-western outskirts of Cardiff. At the time of the Estyn report, it was holding 206 pupils, 20 of whom receive education in the school’s STF. However, for the sake of this research paper, only the sections related to the STF, called the Resource Base in this school, will be discussed.
[bookmark: _Hlk39830501]The school received judgements on different topic areas. For the area of outcomes, the school received the judgment of “Good” which means that there are many strengths and no major areas needing significant improvement (Estyn, 2015). It stated that in the STF the pupils make good progress in relation to their individual needs, as well as their targets on their individual learning plans (Estyn, 2015 p.5). This translates to the judgement of “good” also  given in regard to the provision of the school and learning experiences of pupils. The report states that the teachers in the STF carefully adapt the curriculum in order to plan more specifically for the individual pupils’ and their needs (Estyn, 2015 p.6). An additional judgement was given in the care, support, and guidance section of the provision. This is due to the fact that the staff in the STF provide specialist, high quality support for individual pupils. The report notes that this support is very effective for the pupils in the STF (Estyn, 2015 p.7).  The learning environment for the children who attend the STF has also received the judgement of good as it is stated that these pupils take a full part in the school life. It is also stated that these pupils are the ones given the job and responsibility of running the fruit shop, which makes them very proud (Estyn, 2015 p.8).  The final factor, relating to the STF that was discussed and judged in the 2015 Estyn report on Pentrebane Primary School, is the partnership work. The report states that the staff in the STF work with the rest of the school, as well as local authorities, to offer their high level of specialist advice. This received a final judgement of good by Estyn (Estyn, 2015, p.9)
Surprisingly, none of the themes hypothesised were found when looking into the Estyn report of a mainstream primary school that has a STF. This may be due to the fact that this Estyn report was primarily a report of a mainstream primary school that is Pentrebane Primary School, and not a report specifically on the STF that is included with it. Although themes such as friendships, positive relationships between staff and pupils and transferable skills to be taught and learnt did not occur, this is not to say that the opposite occurred. Exclusively, any mention of the STF was positive and received a positive judgment from the inspection board. It was even mentioned that the pupils take part in school life, even though they are educated in the resource base. A theme that did occur a few times in the Estyn report was that the staff and teachers who worked in the unit were careful about their planning and ensured that it was adapted to fit the needs and outcomes of each pupil. 
It can be seen that the themes hypothesised in this chapter did not occur when delving into more specific research on the experiences of children in STF. It will be interesting to see if this happens when comparing the literature research, to the more personal, case study research, in Chapter Three ‘The Experience of a Child with Autism Spectrum Disorder in a Special School’












Chapter 3
The Experience of a Child with Autism Spectrum Disorder in a Special School
In order to get a well-rounded view of the Inclusion Policy, and whether integration of children with ASD into mainstream education is the best decision for them as individuals, it is imperative to discuss Special Schools. In this chapter, the discussion will focus on the benefits and challenges of being a child with ASD and attending a special school. This will be done with the help of literature such as journals, Government published documents, and reliable websites.  
As with the first two chapters, it is imperative to gain knowledge of any recurring themes with regards to special schools. The following research has been found through books, reliable online sources, and journal articles. As the name suggests, special schools employ staff that have specialist training in their specific area. Similar to STF, class sizes at special schools are smaller, which amounts to more 1 – on – 1 time for pupils and staff (The Good School Guide, Date Unknown). Leading from this, it has been found that special schools are often more focused on the individual needs of children, particularly their own targets (HMIE, 2006, p.16; The Good School Guide, Date Unknown; Our Kids, 2020). Another theme that was noted across research is that, as found in Chapter two, when children are around other children who are similar to themselves it allows for friendships to be formed with others who understand them better (Holt, Lea, and Bowlby, 2012, p.2200; Wilkin, Hall, and Kinder, 2003; Wang, H. L 2009; The Good School Guide, Date Unknown; Our Kids, 2020). Wang (2009), highlighted most parents of children with additional learning needs, such as ASD, insist that their children will be better off being integrated into a mainstream school. Yet found that this has the potential to be extremely harmful for the child: “the real question is not whether or not they insist that their children with a disability go or not go to a special school, but whether or to not be negatively labelled or stigmatized” (Wang, 2009, p.159).
From looking into research, one theme that was noted was that the integration of children with ASD into mainstream could result in the closure of some special schools. In turn, this could result in the end of expertise, resources, and other benefits that these children need (Wang, 2009; Jenkinson, 1997). This is a theme that needs serious consideration as through mainstream becoming the more popular choice for children with additional learning needs, such as ASD, the closure of special schools and STF is a serious possibility. Importantly, withdrawal of these resources and benefits could cause further developmental delays in the children as they will not have the support that they need. Building from this, the inclusion policy revolves around the rights of a child. However, Wang states that if children are happy to make progress at special schools, why is it that people are insisting that human rights legislation requires that a child to be integrated into mainstream? Wang goes further to state that this in fact is discriminatory, and is unfair behaviour towards the child, as it is not factoring in the individual needs or wishes of the child (Wang, 2009, p.159).
Although there have been several studies on the benefits of special schools, there is also research that shows the challenges and negative aspects of special schools. It is known that the research has shown, in STF and special schools, that friendships are formed due to children being more understanding and familiar with their peers. However, one study showed that this can actually be a negative aspect of attending a segregated school. This is because it results in children not having much experience with children who do not have any form of disability or mental disability (Our Kids, 2020). There is an abundance of evidence that shows that special schools allow for more one–on–one time between staff and pupils, and that the staff are all trained in their fields. There is also slight contradictory research which states that it has been found that pupils at mainstream schools are more likely to have higher academic achievements than those pupils at special schools, even when the developmental levels were similar (Wang, 2009; Jenkinson, 1997). The final negative theme found when looking into literature with regard to special schools is that, as found in the Wang study, some people have developed the negative perception of a stigma around attending a special school (Wang, 2009; Our Kids 2020). This, as stated earlier in this desk-based research paper, can be extremely harmful for a child to have this stigma around them attending a special school rather than a mainstream school. 
When exploring the literature found relating to special schools, the themes that were most noticeable were that children in special schools are able to develop friendships more easily than in mainstream schools; there is also more quality time between teacher and pupil. This relates to the research showing that special schools are able to be more focused on the individual needs and goals of each pupil, due to the class sizes being significantly smaller than those in mainstream schools. However, there was also contradictory research found with regards to special schools. That research showed that by children in special schools only interacting with other children with additional learning needs, this results in a lack of experience of interactions with children without any physical disabilities or developmental disabilities. Evidence also states that, even though children in special schools inevitably get more time with staff, pupils in mainstream school, with a similar developmental level, often gain higher academic achievements. The final negative theme found across the literature was that there can be a stigma around attending a special school, whether that comes from the parent(s) or care givers perspective, or society. 
Using these themes found in research, it is reasonable to make a hypothesis on what may be found when looking into case studies of pupils who have attended special schools. The themes that are expected to occur, from using the research to hypothesis, are friendships amongst peers, good relationships between staff and pupils, purposeful goals for individual pupils, rather than whole class goals. Yet also themes that can be expected to emerge are lower academic achievements than mainstream schools, and possibly a lack of developing social skills due to having no exposure to neurotypical children. 
Using a literature search covering the last 20 years of special schools, more specifically autism in special schools, it was surprising to find that no case studies covering children with ASD in special schools were found. In the absence of case studies, Estyn reports of special schools, and the provisions provided by these schools, will be looked at in order to form an image of what takes place in a special school. By using an Estyn report, rather than more literature, in place of a case study, it allows for the experiences of children within that particular school to be shown in an impartial way, as the report is written by a governing body. 
The Estyn report that will be discussed is the 2015 report for Riverbank Special School, in Cardiff. Riverbank Special School is a primary school with 70 pupils enrolled at the time of this report (Estyn, 2015, p.1). All Riverbank Special School pupils have a statement of special educational needs which include, but is not limited to, ASD. As stated earlier, it is known that smaller class sizes are beneficial for successful teaching and learning, especially for children with ASD (Dr Foxe, 2009). In addition to this, with Riverbank Special school holding 211 fewer pupils than the average public primary school (Department for Education, 2018, p.3), it shows that small class sizes must be in effect. 
 At the time of the report, the school’s performance was rated as “Adequate”. The report states that the judgement of adequate means “Strengths outweigh areas for improvement” yet is not as highly rated as “Good”, the judgement for good is “Many strengths and no important areas requiring significant improvement” (Estyn, 2015). The reason that the school is rated as “adequate” is because the teaching at the school is good, there are “highly effective” methods used for identifying, monitoring, and supporting their pupils. The report also states that nearly all of the pupils enjoy their lessons and are eager to learn. One of the final key reasons as to why the strengths outweigh the areas in need of improvement is that most of the pupils that attend Riverbank Special school make suitable progress in relation to their needs and abilities (Estyn, 2015, p.2).However, the reasons stated as to why the school is not at the judgement level of “Good” at the time of this report is due to the fact that the curriculum at the school was not co-ordinated effectively across the whole school, meaning that continuity and progress was not ensured. It was also found that the policies that are in place at the school are not all fully up to date or reviewed regularly. The final reason as to why the school did not receive the judgement of “Good” in the 2015 Estyn report was that pupils did not have enough access to ICT in order to support their learning across the curriculum (Estyn, 2015, p.2). 
Once the key issues are addressed, the report goes further in depth into individual questions and judging these questions individually with the same method stated earlier. The first question Estyn discusses in the report is with regards to the outcomes of the school. This section received the judgement of “Good” due to nearly all of the pupils enjoying their time at school and making good progressions and developments in terms of skills and academia in relation to their individual needs and ability (Estyn, 2015, p.4). The well-being factor of this section also received the judgment of “Good” as it stated that the pupils participate well and work with enthusiasm. As well as this, many pupils have been able to form friendships with their peers and have positive relationships with the staff at Riverbank (Estyn, 2015, p.5). However, the report does state that it is not appropriate to compare the standards that the pupils achieve at this school with the national average because of the large range of pupils’ special educational needs (Estyn, 2015, p.5).
The question of ‘How good is provision?’ received the judgement of Adequate. This question was split into three sections, the first being the Learning Experiences, which received the judgement of good. This is due to staff having a clear understanding of the individual needs of the pupils and being able to provide a broad and balanced curriculum that includes a variety of approaches such as outdoor learning and multi-sensory activities. The second section, which was Teaching, also received the judgement of good due to most of the teachers planning carefully in order to create lessons that meet the different needs and abilities of their class effectively. Though, the last two sections of this question both received the judgement of Unsatisfactory.  The first of these two was ‘Care, support and guidance’ (Estyn, 2015, p.7). This was due to the fact that the school did not have suitable policies for the health and safety of pupils on “off-site visits, sex and relationships education and pupil e-safety” (Estyn, 2015, p.7). Other than that, the report states a lot of good matters with regard to this topic. It is stated school have implemented appropriate arrangements within the curriculum and “thought-provoking” assemblies in order to promote their pupil’s moral, spiritual, social and cultural development. The second section to receive an unsatisfactory judgement was the Learning environment. Although the school had a variety of adaptations to the school building in order to accommodate the needs of its pupils, the report states that there are still some areas of the building in which the ease of movement for pupils is limited. The final question for judgement was How good are leadership and management? This got an all over judgement of Adequate as management was not overall the best in the past but is now making promising ongoing improvements. (Estyn, 2015, p.9)
It is interesting to see that the themes anticipated to occur, after looking into literature research, mostly did emerge in the Estyn report. The themes hypothesised were friendships developed amongst peers, positive relationships with staff, and individual goals tailored to individual needs of the pupils. Other themes hypothesised were lower academic achievements than mainstream schools, as well as a lack of social skills. The report did not compare the achievements between the special school and the mainstreams schools, as it stated that this would not be an appropriate thing to do. The Estyn report also did not comment on any lacking development of social skills, instead it stated that nearly all the pupils make progress suitable for them as individuals.
Conclusion
To conclude this research paper, it is first beneficial to summarize its chapters. Chapter One discussed the experience of children with ASD in mainstream education. It did this by first looking into the literature available, and then by using personal experiences through case studies of pupils to gauge an understanding of the outcome that inclusion brought for those children, which was predominantly negative. There were strong themes such as bullying, isolation, and misunderstanding occurring. Chapter One also looked at case studies where the teaching staff were the subjects of the study. This study did not come across is the most understanding way in relation to ASD, in fact the first statement made was that the teachers had concerns about the physical safety of the other children in the class. This related to what the pupils in the Goodall (2018) study said, that they felt that their educators did not understand them as people or as pupils.
Chapter Two discussed the experiences of children with ASD within STF. This chapter had notably the least amount of literature research available. Nevertheless, it discussed what the benefits and challenges of attending a STF are, and then noted themes that were mentioned in the research. However, there is currently an insufficient amount of research behind STF, and the experiences of children with ASD in them. This resulted in there being no case studies available. In the place of a case study, the Estyn inspection reports were used. 
Chapter Three revolved around the experiences of children with ASD in special schools. It was difficult to find research based solely on ASD in special schools, therefore some literature was about the generalised topic of special schools was referenced. This was then used to see how the provisions the literature demonstrates are beneficial for children with ASD or challenging for children with ASD. Similar to Chapter Two, there were no case studies found on children with ASD in special schools, or even the experience of children in special schools. Therefore, an Estyn report on a special school was used in a way that the case study would be used. This allowed for the themes, noted from the literature, to be compared to the report as a way of seeing if the literature out there is true to the real-life situation. 
There is an abundance of findings of this desk-based research paper. The initial question proposed for this paper was to see if inclusion is the best method for children with ASD, as it the method promoted by most in society today. Yet much more from this paper was found. In order for researchers, parents and care givers, and educators to also gain an answer to this question there has to be enough research and first-hand research available to the public for these decisions to be made. It was found through this desk-based research, that there is insufficient research available on STF and special schools in order to establish whether inclusion is best. There are currently no case studies surrounding these topics, which in itself is a reason for further research and study. 
Another finding of this study is that although inclusion is promoted and spoken about so highly amongst society and educators in the modern day, there is a surprising lack of evidence to support it. The literature found in Chapter One was predominantly not in favour of inclusion, as well as the case study of pupils found for Chapter One speaking negatively of inclusion. Additionally, the case study of teachers did not seem to be in favour of inclusion, as all educators included in the study spoke of the many difficulties they had with inclusion and what inclusion could mean for the other children in the class. This begs the further question as to why inclusion is favoured so highly when the literature appears contrary to this?
 An interesting outcome of this research is that the mainstream case studies showed a stark contrast between the teachers’ and the children’s experiences. There did not seem to be any evidence of concern for a child’s emotional wellbeing, whereas this is what really came through in the specialist environments, even if academic outcomes were lower. It is important to ask whether children with ASD are being undervalued if they cannot enjoy both positive emotional experiences and good learning outcomes?
It was found in Chapter Two that attending a STF can still meet the need for inclusion in schools but gives children the opportunity to be taught by educators with specialist knowledge and training (Holt, Lea, and Bowlby, 2012, p.2191; National Autistic Society, Date Unknown; Department for Education, 2018). This translated to the Estyn report of the children in the STF in Pentrebane Primary school. It was stated that they took part in the school life, and enjoyed their time being the responsible runners behind the fruit shop. It is interesting that a STF allows children with additional learning needs, such as ASD, to receive the specialist education that they need and deserve, as well as being included in every day mainstream education and neurotypical children. Yet this is the topic area that has the largest insufficiency with regards to research behind it and literature. 
Although this research paper holds a lot of strong evidence and makes strong points of discussion, it is fair to say that improvements could be made. These points of improvement relate to the literature used and improving the research. A better critical approach could have been adapted if all research was subjected to the same area. This means that some of the research is in regard to Wales, some is related to England, and some research even originated from outside of the United Kingdom. If all research in this paper had been in relation to the same geographical area, then there would be no possible differentiation of policies. 
The other point of improvement could also be a recommendation for further study. This is the matter of the case studies. It is clear from the research above that there is a lack of case studies available for the range of experience discussed. It would be beneficial for the sake of this paper, as well as any in the future, if first-hand case studies were carried out. This would have allowed for the conformation of case studies. Additionally, by conducting first-hand case studies, the investigator could ensure that the pupils taking part in the case studies are all on similar developmental levels. Which allows for a better critical evaluation of their experiences with inclusion. 
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