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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to investigate the attitudes of preschool and early
childhood teachers as well as the views of special education teachers on the
inclusion of autism spectrum students in general education schools. The main
goals of the research work are to study classroom practices, as well as to high-
light the correlations of their main perceptions regarding the inclusion of
children with ASD, the possible gender differences of these children as well as
if the years of professional experience and qualifications of teachers have a
significant influence on their academic development. The paper is structured
mainly in theoretical framework. In the first part, there is a general introduc-
tion to ASD ending with 5 main research questions. Then in the second part,
a detailed description of the disorders of the autistic spectrum, its general
characteristics, as well as its attributes, its causes and its epidemiological evi-
dence are presented. The third part is about education in students with ASD,
the alternative teaching methods used, and the modern educational ap-
proaches. Inclusion policy in cases of children with Autism Spectrum Dis-
order is discussed for its placement application.
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1. Introduction

The term autism was originally proposed by psychiatrist L. Kanner, in its at-
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tempt to characterize people who are deficient in communication. Over the
years, a more detailed conceptual explanation of this phenomenon has been
rendered, which makes autism a perpetual developmental disorder of the indi-
vidual that causes impairment in the perception and understanding of external
stimuli. As a result, the consequence of the same malfunction is the lack of the
ability to develop social relationships, communication and good behavior [1].
However, the causes of autism remain unknown until now, although some
scientific assumptions have been made about their origin. Possibly some of the
factors are hereditary, biological, psychomotor, familial, genetic, immunological,
perinatal, neuroanatomical, biochemical, brain structure differences, lack in en-
zymes or vitamins or/and minerals, even environmental pollution or virus infec-
tions [2]. Consequently, most researchers place greater emphasis on biological
and hereditary causes, as the symptoms of autism are presented from the infancy
of a human being [2]. In particular, their occurrence usually occurs around the
age of two or even in its first year. During its development, some of its symp-
toms may change, but the key issues that make it difficult will remain unchanged
throughout its human life [3].

Then, at school age, there is an increase in symptoms, such as inability to
communicate, resulting in a lack of social skills [4] affecting general perceptions
about interaction with other people [5]. These characteristics are more pro-
nounced in the classroom as autistic children tend to skew. In addition, they ex-
hibit a significant lack of attention during the lesson and quirky behaviors that
require special treatment by classroom teachers [6]. However, research has
shown that the cognitive level of children with specialties attending general
school is increasing, as opposed to those attending specialties [7].

Therefore, it is evident that the Greek education system is unable to manage
the issues of integration of students with autism into general education [8]. In
particular, it focuses mainly on the cognitive field, defies the cultural and social
complexity that is present in social reality itself. According to research reported
in Cassidi’s study, they conclude that it is necessary to make significant changes
to it, as it fails to provide equal opportunities for children. It is noteworthy that,
for the most part, children with autism spectrum who have been involved in in-
tegration courses in primary education are transferred to special education
schools in secondary education, but fail to complete the integration process.
However, there are some cases where, with the common consent of the school
and the teacher, children with autism can attend a general school with the assis-
tance of a special educator, without interrupting the parallel support structures
provided to them [8]. For this reason, educational methods need to be well-
structured so as to enhance students’ acceptance into mainstream schooling and
to adequately inform the adults involved so that their psychological and social
integration can be properly achieved [9].

Studies have shown that frequent contact of particular children with their
peers can bring about positive changes in their emotional perception and

self-image. In addition, the association of children with autism spectrum with
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typical developmental children has been shown to bring them social respect,
improved friendships, and enhanced playmaking skills, as opposed to students
attending special schools. However, according to a study by [10], it is concluded
that “physical proximity, which includes the coexistence of students with dis-
abilities with their peers, does not necessarily guarantee the social integration of
these students, but is the first step towards integration of students with special
needs in the educational and social environment of the school” (p. 2). For this
reason, a number of conditions have been put in place on which inclusive educa-
tion techniques are structured to produce positive results, such as the impor-
tance of frequent communication between teachers about their teaching me-
thods and ways of administering them. It is also necessary to make use of all
available resources to support learning as well as the school’s human resources

to maximize the effectiveness of various strategies [11].

In conclusion, it has been found that different inclusion programs for children
with disabilities can provide them with a variety of teaching methods that will
focus primarily on improving problem behaviors but also on enhancing com-
munication, social behaviors and school skills [12]. However, it has not yet been
identified which strategies teachers are most likely to use and which ones pro-
duce the most positive results.

In particular, the main purpose of this research is to explore the appropriate
ways and strategies for more effective integration of autistic children into main-
stream education. Specifically, the following main research questions are inves-
tigated:

% What are the basic perceptions of Special Preschool Educators about the in-
clusion of children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder in the classroom of the
Standard Kindergarten?

+¢ Is there a correlation between the basic perceptions of the inclusion of child-
ren with ASD with the gender, years of professional experience and teacher
qualifications?

% What are the views of Preschool Specialists on the expected outcomes of in-
clusion of children with Autism Spectrum Disorder in the Standard Kinder-
garten classroom?

% What are the classroom practices applied?

% Is there a correlation between basic perceptions, expected outcomes, and
practices applicable to the inclusion of children with ASD in Standard Pre-

schools?

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. Autistic Spectrum Disorders

Initially, the word “autism” comes from the word “eautos” (greek origin), sym-
bolizing the isolation of a person in himself. It was first proposed by the psy-
chiatrist Eugen Bleuler in 1911, which termed people with schizophrenia as
having lost touch with reality. Then, in the early 1940s, the importance of autism
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changed character, following the research of psychiatrist Leo Kanner and pedia-
trician Hans Asperger, who identified autism based on a number of cases of
children with impaired social development, unusual language impairment and
unusual language development. A few years later in 1976, psychiatrist Lorna
Wing presented the “Trinity of Disorders” and the difficulties faced by people
with autism in the stages of socialization, communication, and imagination [13].
Consequently, the created disorders are caused by certain brain malfunctions
and are classified as difficulties in social interaction, verbal and non-verbal
communication, as well as repetitive behaviors. Following the creation of the
DSM-5 Diagnostic Manual of May 2013, all autistic disorders were renamed
“Autistic Spectrum Disorders”. Therefore, the different types included in the
term autism, such as autistic disorder, diffuse developmental disorder and As-
perger’s syndrome, were separated. Consequently, Autistic Spectrum Disorders
(ASD) includes intellectual disability, difficulties in coordinating movements
and attention, sleep disturbances or even gastrointestinal disorders. It is impor-
tant to note that although people who are diagnosed with autistic spectrum dis-
orders appear to be disadvantaged in these areas, they still benefit from others
such as music, mathematics, art, and have increased visual abilities.

Therefore, it is observed that autism interferes with the way information is
processed by the brain, modifying, in an obscure way, the energy of nerve cells

and their interconnections [14].

2.2. Definition—General Features

Autism manifests itself in various forms, both in intensity and in the way it ma-
nifests itself, as there are factors such as mental and linguistic levels that deter-
mine its character, intensity, and frequency. In addition, the properties of autism
change over time due to the development and neurological maturation of the in-
dividual, as well as due to the environmental influences, social experience and
education received [15].

One of the main effects of the autistic spectrum is the lack of social interaction
skills, as people with autism have insufficient attention to their surroundings
and do not seek contact, not even physical and physical contact. More specifi-
cally, these individuals exhibit a lack of interaction initiatives and do not re-
spond to peer or adult prompts for social interaction. They also continue to rely
mainly on communication gestures in both preschool and school age, and often
use the body of others as a tool to fulfill their own weaknesses. In addition, it is
observed that children with autism have an unusual reaction in the presence of
other peers, as they are not particularly interested in playing and generally inte-
racting with them, but in contrast their main reaction is panic. The issue of the
inexperience of social interaction with people of the same age is not eliminated
as long as it continues to manifest itself, even when children are now beginning
to interact with adults. It is worth noting, however, that in cases of improved so-
cial interaction, these individuals are prevented from acquiring basic social skills

[15]. Moreover, self-regulation problems are frequent to students diagnosed with
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ASD [16].

In particular, children who have autistic spectrum disorders primarily behave
as if there were no other people around them, cannot be approached when
shouting at them, avoid eye contact and usually do not want any physical con-
tact. In addition, they only express emotions when they feel greatly anger, an-
xiety or joy, they lack of empathy and understanding of others’ thoughts and are
likely to become difficult and/or aggressive if not given the attention they seek.
Usually, though they are alienated in their own world, they are open to social
approaches, as long as the interaction is initiated by the other person and they
are willing to follow instructions [12].

In conclusion, the weakness caused by the autism disorder is more qualitative
than quantitative; these individuals themselves react to their environmental sti-
muli, simply in their own unique way or even slower. In addition, they do not
show apathy for others as they realize that each person means something differ-
ent to them. This is demonstrated by the attachment of these children to parents
or other familiar persons, but also by the change in their behavior depending on
the circumstances and the persons in contact. Finally, they recognize their mir-
ror image, which shows that their social disadvantage is not due to their inability

to distinguish themselves from others [15].

2.3. Causes of Autism

Various theories about the causes of autism have been published at times, but
due to the methodical study of the last ten years, the biological basis of his dis-
orders has been presented. This discovery influenced the therapeutic approaches
and made it even more difficult to find a specific cause. Therefore, according to
researchers, there are several theories, each attributing to different factors the
creation of autistic syndrome [17].

In particular, gene changes or mutations associated with ASD have been dis-
covered, and more than 100 genes that are fearful for autistic spectrum have
been presented. In addition, its presence may also be due to genetic causes, al-
though the majority of causes are due to combinations of genetic and environ-
mental factors that interfere with brain development [18]. In addition, organic,
hereditary, and psychogenetic factors play a key role in cause theory. In more
detail, the organic factors, where autism is conferred, include distortions of the
brain from organic or metabolic causes. But this theory has not been fully ac-
cepted, as there are not enough samples, and it cannot explain the autism of
children who do not have brain damage. On the contrary, the theory based on
hereditary factors is that children with autism came from families with psycho-
logical disorders. However, there is enough data to almost undermine the exis-
tence of the same view, as the majority of children with autism come from par-
ents with a high level of cognition, without psychopathological disorders, and it
is also very rare to have a second autistic child in the family [17].

Therefore, according to recent information no known cure for autism has

been established. However, there has been great progress in understanding both
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the particular quality of characteristic and the cognitive differences. Thus, mul-
tiple psycho-educational interventions have been devised which contribute to
the improvement, independence and quality of life of the individual and the
family [17].

2.4. Epidemiologic Data

The epidemiology of autism spectrum disorders has attracted the interest of
many researchers as regular rates of its presentation are increasing at regular in-
tervals. In more detail, studies conducted in the 1970s showed that six in nine
cases out of 10,000 people suffer from autism spectrum, and 12.25 out of 10,000
people have atypical autism. Also, 16.8 in 10,000 infants mainly have autistic
disorder and 45.8/10,000 other developmental disorders. In addition, boys have
a higher morbidity rate compared to 3.5/1 to 4/1 girls [19]. It is important to
note that 23% of people with autism are highly functional, while 50% have mod-

erate to mild mental retardation and 27% have severe mental retardation [20].

3. Education of Students with ASD

Since 1943 the education and therapeutic approaches of people with autism have
been modified several times. In the past, educating a child with autism took
place in specialized training units or psychiatric clinics. Then, as new data
emerged year after year and great progress was made in the knowledge of autism
disorder, the inclusion and integration of these children into mainstream educa-
tion are no longer considered irreparable [8]. In particular, it was not until the
1960s that children with autism are considered that they could not be educated.
However, after several actions, psychologist Ivar Lovaas and his colleagues de-
veloped a methodical treatment program based on the principles and modes of
Behavioral Analysis. This program highlighted the development of different
reactions and abilities in which children with autism were inefficient [15].

It is important to note that the inclusion of children with special educational
needs such as autism in the general education units does not only aim at the ef-
fective therapeutic process of these children, but mainly the acceptance and
coexistence of people with disabilities or/and special needs with people of typical
development (Pena, 2008) [21]. However, this can only be achieved by produc-
ing positive results only when using different approaches and specific models of

education tailored to children with special educational needs [22].

3.1. Differentiated Teaching

One model of education that is considered effective in educating and integrating
children with autism or in general with special educational needs is Differen-
tiated Teaching. More specifically, it is an educational ideology that aims to
change the way of teaching from the predetermined Curriculum and is based on
the needs of the students. Therefore, teachers should reformulate the way know-

ledge is conveyed according to each level and the interests of their students.
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Practically, it is a concept that encompasses a variety of teaching methods and
special aids focused on the student and learning. In addition, it seeks to develop
a flexible learning environment, where the different abilities of children will be
promoted and exploited to direct knowledge, while providing them with equal
opportunities. Consequently, students learn not only to rely on their own abilities,
but also to truly communicate and collaborate with each other [23].

In the context of special education, the involvement of students with special
needs and the use of differentiated teaching have always been functional. How-
ever, although there are now social and cultural arrangements for students in
mainstream schools, the use of single teaching is considered inappropriate and
ineffective. Therefore, promoting inclusion of students with disabilities in main-
stream education classrooms increases internal differentiation in formal classes
[24].

3.2. Contemporary Educational Approaches

Every European country has implemented many different educational programs
for students diagnosed with autism. However, there are some that stand out as
they appear to be more positive in improving the abilities of these children than
others. However, there are significant shortcomings in detailed research that
would suggest a comprehensive proposal for the use of a specific program.

More specifically, these programs contain various types of teaching systems
that are tailor-made to enhance legitimate behaviors and to change key problem
behaviors. In addition, many experts argue that behavior management should be
complemented by an organized teaching of skills, in order to normalize the dif-
ficulty of acquiring linguistic, communication, social and other behavioral skills.
Therefore, effective behavior management programs offer improvement in
problem behaviors, enhance communication, social learning and school compe-
tencies. They also contribute to the education of all children with autism and
contribute to the integration of children with autism into general education
units so that children of typical development can act as role models.

One of the approved educational programs is TEACCH (Treatment & Educa-
tion of Autistic and Related Communication Handicapped Children). This me-
thod is based on structured education, which creates an expected environment
where the child with autism will feel at home and act safely. Specifically, it aims
to develop the autonomy of these children themselves using personalized teach-
ing, focusing on the perception and proper guidance of their individual traits.

Once the child’s attributes are recognized, then his/her education begins in
several, functional, clearly organized and structured contexts with a key factor in
visual media, such as picture programs. In addition, behavioral processes are
implemented, using alternate forms of communication such as symbols and
chiropractors [12].

Another sophisticated training program is the Alternative Picture Communi-
cation System, also known as PECS (Picture Exchange Communication Sys-

tem-PECS). In particular, it is observed that a respectable proportion of children
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with autism have severe verbal impairments, which makes them unable to ex-
press their needs immediately. Consequently, the creation of a communication
system is considered essential for one’s autonomy and promotes its adaptation
to the social environment. It also gives children with autism the opportunity to
take communication initiatives using images. It is important to note that this
system is made up of seven hierarchical periods in which the child is taught how
to approach and give one of the images depicting a desired object to the adult.
After this conquest, he will be able to select some images of desired objects from
a dashboard and then form and use simple picture phrases. Therefore, by going
beyond these basic stages, the child will be able to extend their sentences and in-
clude verbs or even more complex concepts such as colors, shapes and sizes [25].

The distinguished programs could not fall short of the method of Social Sto-
ries. Essentially, this is a way of teaching that helps to enhance social skills in the
realm of autism spectrum disorders. More specifically, children with autism per
period follow personalized short stories that help them understand using chal-
lenging vocabulary and concepts of challenging or inappropriate social situa-
tions—behaviors that they engage in daily [26]. According to Gray (2000), as
quoted in a research by Ferko (2011) [26], “Stories have a precise definite style
and shape. They describe the relevant social messages of a situation from the
point of view and perspective that each child encounters with others, and often
suggest an appropriate response to improve their behavior. A social story is a
simple description of the daily social situation written from a child’s perspective”
(p- 21). Finally, they are considered to be suitable for anchoring the child to var-
ious peculiar situations and to normalize them [26].

The educational approach of students with autism through music is also
noteworthy. The so-called “music therapy” mainly contributes to the improve-
ment of their sensory and motor abnormalities. Moreover, it is of particular in-
terest to them and at the same time a means of expression. It is important to
note that these children are disadvantaged in understanding facial expressions,
gestures, and other people’s postures. Consequently, by engaging in music pro-
duction and songwriting, they develop pleasant emotions and increase their
self-esteem. It also helps and facilitates memorization of words, enhances their

understanding of themselves, and benefits them in broadening their skills [27].

4. Inclusion of Students with ASD in the Mainstream School

In Greece, the first reference to inclusive education is made in 2008, according to
Law 3699/2008 [28]. The issue of people with disabilities and their education has
been formulated according to their time and social beliefs. One of the most im-
portant events that have been noted is that the teaching of students with disabili-
ties was conducted in older times in institutions and accommodations, as op-
posed to the modern age, where respect and understanding of particularity was
established, as well as the introduction of inclusive education, that includes all
children in the class, without discrimination.

It is important to note that the alienation of children with special needs, such
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as students with autism spectrum disorder, from school contributes to their
copyright infringement [29]. Moreover, the documentation of this theory is
complemented by the seemingly inadequate predisposition of the educational
community to its structure. In particular, the actions of the system are discerni-
ble, which impede the integration of these students into general education, such
as the rigid national curriculum, the immediate delivery of lessons and the me-
thod of evaluating children, which do not allow the modern alternation of
course delivery. In addition, teaching resources are poorly used, with the result
that teaching is documented only through books [30]. Consequently, due to the
inadequacy of the school community in integrating children with special needs,
emphasis is placed on their involvement in specialized learning activities, their
engagement in peer groups and free play. However, the immediate integration of
new technologies, as well as the appropriate training that each teacher must re-
ceive, is essential for the promotion of education [31].

As a result, the inadequate implementation of children with autism in main-
stream schools is considered to be due to the lack of planning for a new social
policy that will have their acceptance and effective integration into school reality.
These actions clearly also need the right environment to take advantage of, such
as the conversion of school buildings and new curricula specifically modified for
students with different conditions [32]. It is worth noting that the programs
themselves should follow an organized approach, which will gradually strive to
achieve an outcome [33].

Equally important is the role of the teacher as it contributes to the process of
educating students with special educational needs while creating appropriate
ways of integrating and adapting to the general classroom of the school. There-
fore, in order to achieve these goals, it is necessary for the educator to have a
positive attitude towards the idea and implementation of inclusive education, as
well as with children with autism, but also with special needs in general, to
which he/she must show respect and include in the teaching process their per-
sonal peculiarities. In addition, in order to fulfill the integration of these stu-
dents, it is important to have some basic knowledge of special education in order
to be able to convey this behavior to other students as well. It should also main-
tain a cooperative spirit, because inclusive education requires the cooperation of
all those involved in this educational process, such as speech therapists, occupa-
tional therapists, social workers, pediatric psychiatrists, school nurses and spe-
cial educators for the exchange of ideas, opinions and the best solution to the

problems presented [34].

Legislative Framework for the Education of Students with ASD

Human rights are an ideal basis for the development of shared freedoms, as well
as for the security of human life and dignity. They are indivisible, interconnected
and interdependent. They aim to ensure equal opportunities and the free will of
every person. Children, as one of the most important social actors, are often a

vulnerable group that the State must protect, as their rights are violated in every

DOI: 10.4236/0alib.1106037

9 Open Access Library Journal


https://doi.org/10.4236/oalib.1106037

E. Tsamoura

way [35].

Children with disabilities in particular are one of the minority groups that
frequently encounter problems in their daily lives and especially in education.
The position of the UN Social and Economic Council is remarkable as noted in
[36] for people with disabilities. In particular, it states that “a person with a disa-
bility is considered to be unable to provide for himself or herself in any or all of
the needs of a normal individual or social life because of a congenital or acquired
physical or mental handicap” (p. 10). For this reason, people with disabilities
need special treatment as, according to the Law (Article 1, Law 2817/2000) [37],
they may have learning difficulties and integration problems due to their parti-
cularities. Consequently, there is a need for the presence and support of social
welfare, which must provide them with medical coverage, as well as a smooth
integration into social activities [38].

Subsequently, the new wording of Law 3699 [28] as set out in Article (3) de-
fines those with disabilities to be those with learning disabilities due to sensory,
cognitive, cognitive, developmental problems, and those with mental and neu-
ropsychiatric disorders that affect the process of school adaptation and learning.
Also, people with disabilities and special educational needs are mainly those with
intellectual disabilities, sensory and/or hearing impairments, motor problems,
chronic non-communicable diseases, speech disorders and learning disabilities,
but not caused by external factors. Also included are people with autism spec-
trum, mental disorders and multiple disabilities, as well as so-called charismatic
children, that is, children with one or more mental abilities (Article 3, Law
3699/2008) [28]. In addition, the passage of this law led to a number of reforms
that allowed them to be given equal rights in terms of their involvement and
contribution to society, to an independent way of life, to economic sufficiency
and authoritarianism, and to the full realization of their rights as far as educa-
tion, social and occupational integration are concerned. Moreover, in the con-
text of Special Education, the term of education is added, with the aim of pro-
viding appropriate educational services and facilities for students with disabili-
ties and/or students with special educational needs (Article 1, Law 3699/2008)
[28]. It is important to remember, and the placement of the United Nations
(2010) in Article 24, which says that all children have the same rights and each
State must recognize. More precisely, it refers to the theorem of inclusion, which
wants people with disabilities to have access to general education schools that
respond to the needs of children and at the same time provide them with appro-
priate support in order to increase their academic [38] [39] [40] [41] and social
development (United Nations, 2010).

Therefore, the state must maintain and uphold the basic style of special edu-
cation and training as an integral part of compulsory and free public education,
as well as ensure that free public special education and training is provided to
people of particular age, as well as their educational degrees (Article 1, Law
3699/2008) [28].
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5. Theoretical Methodological Approach

For the proper use of educational research, the methodological approach taken
in this study is quantitative. Specifically, this method was chosen because the re-
searcher can initially deepen in the personality of the collaborating individuals
and understand their social and ideological views on the subject under consider-
ation, in order to clarify their data without distorting and derive its conclusions
(Paraskevopoulou, 2008) [42]. In addition, by using the quantitative method, the
researcher is able to gather objective and vague information about a phenome-
non and then modify it into figures or statistics to compare the various variables
and produce objective results for the causes or their similarities, which would
constitute an objective and general theory of research (Mantzoukas, 2007) [43].
More specifically, two hundred questionnaires were used to provide teachers
with an accurate distribution of events (Parkos, Dafermos, 2010) [44]. In addi-
tion, because of the large sample access, the results can be varied and objectified,
as well as with greater accuracy (Cohen, Manion, 1980) [45]. It is important to
note that using this method itself results in higher validity and reliability of re-

search results, as its techniques best reflect human behavior.

6. Limitations & Future Suggestions

One limitation is related to gap existed in bibliography related to the issue of in-
tegration of children with ASD in Mainstream schools. It’s beyond any doubt
that time passes and new theories or methods come up. Given the insufficient
research data in the field of ASD in Greece, the conclusions drawn from this
study are considered important and are expected to enrich the scientific research
and trigger new studies. The research data can be considered for a future
enrichment through further pilot research with the exploitation of information
and through quality research methods. Valuable material and essential feedback
can be derived from interviews with special educators, thus achieving a thorough

collection of qualitative data.
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