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Abstract 
Although a large number of studies have focused on inclusive education in 
developed countries, there are few research on developing countries, espe-
cially China. Therefore, this paper mainly discusses whether autistic children 
in China should be educated separately from ordinary students. The thesis is 
mainly composed of three parts. Firstly, it introduces the definition of disa-
bility, inclusive education and its background in China. Secondly, the advan-
tages and challenges of inclusive education in China are discussed through 
cases. It concluded that children with autism should be educated together 
with ordinary students to promote educational equality and help autistic 
children integrate into society. However, parents’ attitudes and the limita-
tions of teachers’ knowledge in mainstream schools are the great challenges 
facing inclusive education in China. 
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1. Introduction 

This essay will discuss whether children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 
should be educated separately to attain both academic and social achievements. 
Since there have been many investigations and studies on inclusive education in 
developed countries, this essay will pay attention to developing countries. There-
fore, China’s inclusive education for children with autism will be used as an exam-
ple to reveal the advantages of inclusive education as well as its challenges. For this 
purpose, this essay will use inclusive education as a theoretical framework. In or-
der to obtain a deeper comprehension of the status quo of China’s inclusive educa-
tion, this essay will review some case studies about inclusive education in both 
mainland China and Hong Kong from Yang (2010) and Peters and Forlin (2011). 

In order to have a preliminary comprehension of the concept of inclusive 
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education, the first section will mainly discuss the definitions of disability and 
special education as well as the brief historical background of inclusive educa-
tion in China, which focuses on its developmental process. Secondly, the advan-
tages of inclusive education will be discussed. Then it will investigate some Chi-
nese case studies related to inclusive education from several aspects, including 
inclusive education’s contribution to educational equality in China and Chinese 
ASD children’s integration into regular classes. Meanwhile, the current chal-
lenges within inclusive education in China will also be evaluated. 

Since the concept of inclusive education was proposed, some developed coun-
tries have achieved great results in this regard (Yao, 2007). However, whether 
the children with special needs should be admitted to mainstream schools still 
has aroused controversies (Savich, 2008). Therefore, this essay will explore the 
controversies related to the inclusive education, and argue that children with 
disabilities should be taught with their ordinary peers, and the inclusive educa-
tion should be suitable for the students with ASD, yet, there are still some bar-
riers needed to be broken down. 

2. Background 

There is no precise definition of disability, as its definition may vary according 
to different contexts over the years (Patel & Brown, 2017). The International 
Classification of Functioning, Disability, and Health from the World Health Or-
ganization (2001) defined disability from body function and structure, activity 
and participation, as well as the environmental factors (WHO, 2001). In China, 
from the statement of the People with Disabilities Act of the Peoples Republic of 
China (Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress, 2008), disabled 
people refer to those who have lost a specific organ in the physical structure of 
the human body or has abnormal function psychologically, and thus totally or 
partially being unable to engage a certain activity normally. For the purpose of 
this essay, this definition will be adopted as the working definition. 

Children with ASD account for a large group of disabled people in China. 
ASD refers to a neurodevelopmental disorder including symptoms such as con-
tinuous defects with social interactions and communication, as well as repetitive 
patterns of behavior (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). According to sta-
tistics, children with autism make up 1% of the total number of children (Baird 
et al., 2006). Therefore, it can be estimated that the number of children with aut-
ism in mainland China is more than 2 million based on the national census in 
2019 in mainland China, where the total population of children aged 0 - 14 was 
234.9 million (National Bureau of Statistics, 2019).  

When the difficult situations for the disabled children are realized, special 
education has appeared accordingly. Special education refers to a kind of educa-
tion that is linked with children who face special challenges and requirements 
(Maryanti et al., 2021). After that, inclusive education has derived from special 
education (Zhang, 2014) and developed in a long term under the promotion of 
international organizations. In 1994, the Salamanca Statement was formulated 
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by UNESCO (1994), and the concept of inclusive education was born, all discri-
minatory educational policies are challenged as well as achieving universal edu-
cation through this statement (UNESCO, 1994). The UK is one of the first 
countries to propose the notion of inclusive education. As early as 1978, The 
Warnock Report (Department for Education and Science, 1978) stated that 
children with disabilities should receive education in regular schools. 

According to the Guidelines for Inclusion from UNESCO (2005), the defini-
tion of inclusive education is a process to identify and respond to the diverse 
needs of all learners by promoting involvement and participation in learning 
culture, as well as diminishing exclusion from education. Similarly, Moriña 
(2017) noted that inclusive education refers to an educational method in which 
every student is involved and be treated as valuable members, with the purpose 
of improving the learning and engagement of all students in a common educa-
tional setting. Despite some similarities in these definitions of inclusive educa-
tion, the working definition of this essay will adopt the definition from Huang 
(2004), which not only explains inclusive education as a long-term education 
model requiring all students’ participation, regardless of disabled or non-disabled 
students, but also claims that it requires both the engagement and the coopera-
tion of parents in the educational process.  

3. Current Situation of Education in China 

Compared with developed countries, China starts to implement inclusive educa-
tion relatively late. Since instituting inclusive education necessitates educational 
changes such as institution, curriculum, teaching, and evaluation, which may fail 
to be reformed without the support from specific laws and policies (Watkins, 
2009). Hence the Chinese government has also implemented a series of reformed 
policies (Carrington et al., 2015). In the beginning, the Constitution, the first 
legislation to make special education mandatory in China amended in 1982, 
provides for education and social assistance for people with special educational 
needs (Deng & Poon-McBrayer, 2012). However, it is not until China’s the 
open-door reform policy in the 1980, that the concept of inclusion was officially 
introduced (Deng & Poon-McBrayer, 2012). The theory of “study in regular 
class” is the inclusive education localized in China, which was first put forward 
in 1988 in Five-Year Work Program for Disabled Persons (State Council, 1988). 
In 1994, when the Trial Measures on Carrying out the Work or Disabled Child-
ren Studying in Classes and the Regulations on Education of Persons with Dis-
abilities (State Education Commission, 1994) were introduced, the inclusive 
education in China was gradually legalized.  

4. Review the Advantages and Barriers of Inclusive  
Education through the Case Study 

4.1. Equality of Education 

Many scholars believe that the benefits brought by inclusive education are sig-
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nificant, and a key advantage is that it makes the societal integration of impaired 
pupils become possible (Savich, 2008). Inclusion involves stronger social cohe-
siveness, a greater awareness of empathy, and a larger feeling of diversity (Sa-
vich, 2008). Therefore, inclusive education means that all pupils have equal 
rights and supports (Savich, 2008). In addition, it challenges the traditional 
model of education, and the differences between people are regarded as normal 
(Wang & Yu, 2002). Thus, in this sense, children with special needs can also re-
ceive the same and equal education as ordinary children under inclusive educa-
tion (Wang & Yu, 2002).  

Currently, China is paying more attention to achieve educational equality, 
which is a key component of inclusive education (Su et al., 2020). This means 
that children with ASD can be incorporated into a more diversified education to 
achieve educational equity and after these children make contributions to their 
own development at school, they would obtain a fair chance in society in the fu-
ture. In Hong Kong, for example, the education department has offered ade-
quate support to inclusive education in schools with the implementation of the 
Whole School Approach (WSA) (Peters & Forlin, 2011). The WSA supports 
schools in terms of developing inclusive education policies, including identifica-
tion, progress monitoring, evaluation, interventions, adaptation, and curriculum 
modification (Peters & Forlin, 2011). In Hong Kong, the WSA can provide plac-
es to students with ASD in primary schools (Peters & Forlin, 2011). In addition, 
numerous teaching and learning materials are provided by the Education Bureau 
for mainstream school teachers to gain a better understanding of the children 
with autism (Peters & Forlin, 2011). With this educational support, autistic 
children in Hong Kong can receive the same education as ordinary students. 
Moreover, special teaching materials offered by the Education Bureau somewhat 
enable mainstream teachers to help autistic children keep up with the learning 
progress of ordinary students when necessary. 

However, due to some parents’ attitudes, some children with autism cannot 
really get equal education to some extent. Sometimes a parent’s attitude towards 
inclusive education may become a barrier for their autistic children accessing 
mainstream schools. According to Su et al. (2020), Chinese parents are probably 
more effective influences on inclusive education than its policy intervention. 
Currently, there are no mandatory laws in China on whether autistic children 
should be included in mainstream classes, so the parental choice is crucial (Deng 
& Zhu, 2016). Differing from western countries, parental choices are greatly af-
fected by Chinese culture, where the issue of losing face is deeply settled in Chi-
nese people’s minds (Peters & Forlin, 2011). Specifically, if inclusive education 
cannot promise that their autistic children can achieve the same academic per-
formance as those ordinary students, they may turn to special education to avoid 
“losing face” (Peters & Forlin, 2011). As a result, Chinese parents often do not 
actively seek inclusive education for their autistic children, and when making 
choices between mainstream education and special education, they tend to 
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choose the latter as they believe that teachers there are better trained so that their 
children will not suffer stigma or isolation in special education schools (Peters & 
Forlin, 2011; Su et al., 2020). 

Moreover, as inclusive education has not been well implemented nationwide, 
China is still unable to fully guarantee that children with disabilities in all re-
gions can receive equal education, especially for ethnic minorities with lower 
living standard and lack of financial support (Zhang, 2014). Even though China 
has regulations on Education of Person with Disabilities, there is no specific leg-
islation about it like the prioritized Compulsory Education Law, thus, under 
such circumstances, the equal right to education for disabled children cannot be 
fully guaranteed (Zhang, 2014). 

4.2. Improve the Ability to Adapt to Society 

In addition to educational equity, promoting autistic children’s ability to com-
municate with others and to adapt to society is another advantage brought by 
inclusive education. The symptoms of autism, usually appearing in early child-
hood and persisting through growth are characterized by an inability to engage 
in normal social interactions, difficult verbal and non-verbal communication, 
and repetition of the same behaviors (Roleska et al., 2018). If they are educated 
in an isolated environment, their interpersonal skills will not improve at all. Re-
search has shown that inclusive classrooms can help students with disabilities 
build self-esteem and promote their self-concept, as well as build social skills 
such as communication skills and social adjustment in interactions (Wolfberg & 
Schuler, 1999). Further, children with disabilities can even gain friendship with 
ordinary children by interacting with their peers in an inclusive educational en-
vironment (Fryxell & Kennedy, 1995). Yang (2010) used to conduct question-
naires, interviews, and field observation in 47 primary schools with inclusive 
education in Beijing and Shanghai. The results show that students with disabili-
ties have made significant progress in several aspects of inclusive education, in-
cluding social skills, academic performance, and self-confidence (Yang, 2010). 
Therefore, under the inclusive education, autistic children can learn as ordinary 
students, and by interacting with peers, their social skills, self-confidence, and 
academic level would be well developed so that they could be able to be inte-
grated into society in the future. 

However, the academic development of autistic children is challenged by the 
limited knowledge of teachers in mainstream schools. Some scholars indicate 
that common teaching techniques and strategies in mainstream schools often fail 
to be used with autistic children (Frederickson & Cline, 2009). Moreover, some 
researchers argue that without a certain understanding of ASD, including its 
characteristics, diagnosis, causes, and definitions, the curriculum and teaching 
strategies cannot be applied effectively to teach ASD children social skills and 
communication (Scheuermann et al., 2003). Due to the absence of training and 
relevant resources, regular schools’ teachers generally lack the skills, knowledge 
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and experience to teach disabled students (McBrayer, 2016). This challenge is 
also heavily reflected in local research in China. For example, a recent study 
from Lu et al. (2020) surveyed 410 teachers from 12 mainstream elementary 
schools in Guangdong Province, China, asking participants to take the ques-
tionnaire with questions related to the autism stigma and knowledge (ASK-Q). 
The results showed that the accuracy of their answers was only 53.9% on average 
and the lowest rate was only 10%, which reflects that most teachers do not un-
derstand the causes of autism (Lu et al., 2020). Apart from mainland China, sur-
veys in Hong Kong found a similar pattern. Some teachers admit that lacking 
both professional knowledge and experience results in having no confidence in 
educating the children with special education needs (Peters & Forlin, 2011). It 
can be seen that even though children with autism may gain both academic skill 
and communication skills from inclusive education, teachers lacking under-
standing of ASD and professional teaching skills may fail to teach the students 
with autism in an effective way. 

4.3. Suggestions for Addressing These Barriers 

At first, the government should enact special education laws, and to make them 
more workable, and to strengthen the enforcement of special education laws, the 
use of ambiguous words such as “should” should be eliminated (Zhang, 2014). 
Advocate national policy to establish rules that schools do not exclude any autis-
tic children, so that children with autism can be legally guaranteed to attend 
classes. The state should devote itself to raising funds for special education and 
give preference to schools that provide compulsory education for special child-
ren (Zhang, 2014). 

More importantly, some traditional social values need to be changed. It is 
suggested that the government make a propaganda video for autistic children, so 
that the public can treat autistic children with an inclusive attitude and an ac-
cepting attitude. Schools can use lectures and WeChat public accounts to pub-
licize integrated education to parents, so that parents of normal children can 
care about autistic children. Schools should incorporate the concept of equality 
and respect for individual differences into the curriculum. For example, the 
education on respect for special students has been added into Hong Kong’s citi-
zenship curriculum, which promotes the development of inclusive education in 
Hong Kong (Zhang, 2014). By this, parents with autistic children would not feel 
that they may lose face if their children behave differently from other students, 
and not worry that their children would be isolated or even insulted in a main-
stream class. 

In addition, the department of education could provide teachers with more 
support, such as promoting cooperation and communication among teachers 
from mainstream schools, experts from special education schools and some 
psychologists, so as to enable these teachers to gain more professional knowledge 
and increase their confidence in teaching (Lu et al., 2020). Moreover, as for 

https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2021.910008


Y. T. Lin 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.910008 115 Open Journal of Social Sciences 
 

schools, they could reform some policies for autistic children to adapt to the 
normal classroom curriculum more quickly. For example, schools could initiate 
some learning programs that are suitable for autistic children as long as they do 
not affect the progress of ordinary students. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, this essay aims to discuss whether autistic children should be 
educated separately to avoid underachievement. The selection of China as the 
main country for discussion reflects the progress of inclusive education in de-
veloping countries. This essay has argued that despite some challenges, inclusive 
education can help children with autism in China to achieve better academic 
performance and social integration. At present, China has made some achieve-
ments in the implementation of inclusive education, but due to the imperfect 
legislation, deep-rooted traditional values and the allocation of teacher re-
sources, inclusive education has not been able to give full play to its greatest ad-
vantages. Education is the right of every child so that autistic children should al-
so be treated equally and receive diversified education. The education depart-
ment in Hong Kong has made a good attempt to support the inclusive education 
of these autistic children. Although schools and other educational authorities 
make efforts to support autistic children for their entrance into mainstream 
classes, the traditional views of some Chinese parents, who are reluctant to allow 
their autistic children to study in the regular classroom for fear of losing face, 
may become a barrier. In addition, due to the lack of financial support in the 
remote areas of China, many autistic children cannot receive inclusive educa-
tion. Therefore, it is recommended to enforce the Disability Education Law to 
ensure that every autistic child has a chance to access education. Even though 
inclusive education can promote both social skills and communication skills of 
children with ASD, teachers’ inadequate knowledge of autism and teaching ex-
perience may restrict the development of autistic children in mainstream classes. 
Accordingly, it is recommended that education departments should train ordi-
nary teachers by instilling professional knowledge and skills, and schools should 
create learning content suitable for students with ASD. In general, instead of 
being taught separately from their normal peers, children with autism should be 
educated in mainstream classes on the basis of the barriers mentioned being 
tackled. Therefore, China still has a long way to go to fully embrace inclusive 
education. 
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