
Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) often go to mainstream schools where they are able to learn with other children of the same age. Mainstream education can provide the opportunity for friendships, communication, confidence, and intellectual development. Children with ASD continue to face challenges in these settings on a daily basis, this is because schools do not always have the necessary equipment and resources to meet the children’s needs. Research has identified issues such as social interaction, sensory overload, emotional regulation, lack of teacher preparation, and limited practices of inclusion (Cook & Ogden, 2022). This literature review discusses the main challenges that children with ASD face when in mainstream settings. This review looks at social engagement, emotional and behavioural difficulties, teacher knowledge and attitudes and the need of inclusive support strategies.
Social interaction is one of the biggest challenges for children with ASD in typical classrooms. Autistic children have trouble understanding things like facial expressions, body language and social cues, which can causes making friends challenging. Mamas et al. (2021) suggests children with ASD were not so engaging in the classroom as other children. Teachers also found that children with autism were more likely to be isolated from group activities (Soto-Chodiman et al., 2012). This suggests that social isolation is a real issue in many mainstream settings.
Children with ASD can display challenges with verbal communication. Children, may not be able to speak, and for others, talking might be unclear or cause stress. Fage et al. (2019) found that using technology to improve emotional understanding enabled children to communicate more effectively with their peers and teachers. 
Bullying in general is another communication-based problem. Sometimes children with ASD get targeted because their behaviour is different from their peers. The lack of knowledge of autism amongst teachers and peers may contribute to confusion and avoidance (Mejia-Cardenas, Rivard and Mestari, 2025). When schools teach children about autism and inclusion, the relationships between pupils are strengthened. Overall, the research suggests that social and communication problems continue to be a significant barrier for children with autism in a mainstream setting.


Children with autism can often be overwhelmed by loud and high-pitched noises, bright lights and crowded busy classrooms. These sensory overloads can occasionally cause stress, induce anxiety or emotional outbursts. Children with autism can struggle to manage their emotions, especially in a busy classroom (Fage et al., 2019). However, Cook and Ogden (2022) States that teachers noticed that children with autism were showing signs of stress and frustration during transitions and unstructured activities around the school. Many schools have found ways to lower stress levels by offering quiet spaces and regular routines.
Behaviours such as, avoiding eye contact, repeated gestures or emotional meltdowns may be viewed as disruptive behaviours rather than signs of distress. Mejia-Cardenas, Rivard and Mestari (2025) suggests that a teacher’s understanding and knowledge of autism is a key factor in how behaviours are interpreted. 
Similarly, Medwin Sepadi, (2025) suggests that teachers working in mainstream settings, often do not have the necessary knowledge to support children with ASD effectively. Odame-Asante, Ani and Mura (2025) states that children with autism had less anxiety and more engagement with outdoor learning. However, sensory-friendly environments were linked to improved behaviour and emotional regulation. These findings suggest, mainstream schools have much to learn from, rather than expect children with autism to adapt.
Teacher underpinning knowledge and understanding play an important role in children’s experiences with ASD in mainstream schools. Many teachers are supportive of inclusion but do not feel prepared to meet the complex needs of autistic children. Cook & Ogden (2022) suggests, that teachers sometimes can lack confidence in dealing with behaviour, communication difficulties and emotional needs. However, Soto-Chodiman et al., (2012) found teachers wanted more professional training in ASD awareness and support services.
Aylward and Neilsen-Hewett (2021) states the importance of professional development around ASD. The study found that when teachers received evidence-based training in autism, their classroom inclusion increased. Teachers’ confidence increased and children with ASD were more involved in activities. However, Mejia-Cardenas, Rivard and Mestari, (2025) found positive staff attitudes were strongly related to better inclusion outcomes.
Some schools have difficulty because they have limited resources. In some areas, schools may not have qualified staff, training opportunities and necessary support in the classrooms (Sepadi, 2025). Even teachers who want to help autistic children may have difficulties with inclusion. In the similar way, Cook and Ogden, (2022) found that teachers were often overwhelmed because they were expected to manage autistic pupils without sufficient support and supervision.
Technology has also been explored to be an aid used within schools. Fage et al. (2019) emotion regulation software was developed for children with autism to help them identify and regulate their emotions at school. Results showed children with autism had gained emotional understanding and social interaction when using such software. However, technology alone can not support inclusion without skilled teachers, staff and supportive educational environments. Another aspect is peer relationships and successful inclusion. Mamas et al. (2021) states that encouraging children to understand and help their autistic peers would result in an increase level of social engagement.

To conclude the literature reviewed identifies that there are several obstacles faced by children with ASD in mainstream school settings. Children with autism encounter social exclusion, communication problems, emotional regulation issues and sensory overload. The lack of suitable training for teachers and the lack of resources in schools can make inclusion for children with autism more challenging.
The research shows that positive change is possible. It is shown that children with autism can have positive outcomes when schools adapt their approaches to meet the needs of individuals.
The literature generally suggests that mainstream inclusion should not be merely about placing the autistic children into mainstream classrooms. Alternatively, inclusion should be about understanding, flexibility and support, so that children with ASD feel safe, respected and able to be part of school life.



