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ABSTRACT  

This paper examines how stigma and preconceived notions about behaviour and 

communication shape autistic student identity in inclusive classrooms. While inclusive education 

policy has expanded access to mainstream settings, the norms that structure classroom life 

remain organized around neurotypical expectations. Drawing on literature from inclusive 

education, disability studies, and autism research, and engaging reflexively with lived experience 

in Ontario schools, this paper argues that inclusive classrooms can function as sites where 

autistic students are positioned through deficit and managed through compliance. The analysis 

identifies a structural divide in the existing scholarship: critical disability studies work 

interrogates normalization at a theoretical level, while classroom-based research documents 

everyday practices without subjecting them to critical analysis. These two conversations have 

developed largely in parallel, leaving the identity implications of classroom norms under-

theorized. This paper bridges that gap by treating behaviour and communication norms as 

socially constructed expectations that carry consequences for how autistic students understand 

themselves. Recommendations include moving beyond compliance-based expectations, critically 

examining the hidden curriculum, shifting from individual accommodation to environmental 

redesign, and centring autistic student identity as a concern of inclusive education.  

Keywords: inclusive education, autism, stigma, student identity, behaviour norms, hidden 

curriculum, disability studies, Ontario  
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION  

Autism is commonly defined as a neurodevelopmental difference that shapes how 

individuals experience, communicate with, and make sense of the world. According to the 

American Psychiatric Association (2022), autism is characterized by differences in social 

communication and interaction, as well as patterns of sensory processing and behaviour that vary 

widely across individuals. Importantly, autism is not a singular or uniform experience; autistic 

students differ significantly in how they communicate, regulate sensory input, and engage 

socially. These variations become especially apparent in school contexts, where expectations 

surrounding behaviour, communication, and interaction are often grounded in dominant norms of 

typical development.  

Before proceeding, a note on language is warranted. Throughout this paper, I primarily 

use identity-first language (“autistic students”) rather than person-first language (“students with 

autism”), reflecting the preferences expressed by many members of the autistic community 

(Botha et al., 2021; Bottema-Beutel et al., 2020). Where person-first language appears, it reflects 

the conventions of the sources being cited. This choice is deliberate and aligns with the paper’s 

broader commitment to affirming autistic identity rather than positioning autism as something 

separate from the person. With this framing in mind, the paper examines how the stigma and 

preconceived notions embedded in classroom norms surrounding behaviour and communication 

shape the identities and lived experiences of autistic students in inclusive settings.  

Within educational spaces, autistic students frequently encounter environments structured 

around narrow definitions of appropriate behaviour and communication (Baglieri et al., 2011; 

Broderick & Ne'eman, 2008). Many autistic children communicate nonverbally, process 
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language differently, or require alternative forms of sensory regulation (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2022). While these differences are not inherently problematic, they can be rendered 

challenging within classrooms that prioritize uniformity, efficiency, and compliance. As a result, 

behaviours that fall outside dominant expectations may be interpreted as disruptive or 

inappropriate, drawing attention to the role of school structures in shaping how difference is 

understood. This analysis is grounded in a disability studies in education (DSE) framework, 

informed by both the social model of disability (Oliver, 1996), which locates disability not 

within the individual but within the social and institutional structures that fail to accommodate 

difference, and neurodiversity perspectives, which reframe autism as a natural form of 

neurological variation rather than a pathology requiring correction (Broderick & Ne'eman, 2008). 

From these perspectives, challenges associated with autism in school settings often arise not 

from autism itself, but from how educational environments respond to difference (Slee, 2006). 

When classrooms are designed around rigid behavioural norms, autistic students may be 

misunderstood or pathologized, shifting attention away from individual deficit and toward the 

interaction between students and their environments.  

In the Canadian context, autism is increasingly discussed through a neurodiversity lens 

that emphasizes variation rather than deficit. The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders identifies the condition as Autism Spectrum Disorder, a term that reflects the wide 

range of differences in communication, social interaction, and sensory processing associated with 

the diagnosis (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). At the same time, scholars caution that 

autism is often interpreted in relation to dominant expectations of “typical” communication and 

social behaviour, which can frame difference as impairment (Broderick & Ne’eman, 2008).  
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In Canada, advocacy organizations such as Autism Canada (2023) emphasize that many barriers 

experienced by autistic children arise from environments not structured to support diverse ways of 

learning and interacting. Despite these evolving perspectives, autistic students continue to 

encounter stigma in school settings, suggesting an ongoing gap between inclusive discourse and 

everyday classroom practice.  

One reason for this gap is the continued reliance on medical and deficit-based 

interpretations of autism within educational settings. Broderick and Ne’eman (2008) argue that 

dominant narratives of autism often draw on metaphors of lack, disorder, or dysfunction, 

positioning autistic individuals in relation to normative ideals of communication and sociality. 

These narratives shape how educators interpret behaviour, frequently privileging normalization 

and remediation over acceptance of difference. Scholars in disability studies in education 

challenge these deficit-based framings by emphasizing the social production of disability. 

Baglieri et al. (2011) discuss how disability is not simply an individual characteristic but is 

produced through social, cultural, and institutional practices that privilege certain bodies and 

ways of being over others. From this perspective, classroom norms around behaviour and 

communication are not neutral or inevitable; rather, they reflect broader assumptions about 

normality, competence, and appropriateness.  

Inclusive education has emerged as a response to the historical exclusion of students with 

disabilities, with policies increasingly emphasizing the placement of autistic students in general 

education classrooms. Inclusion is often presented as a marker of equity and progress, grounded 

in the belief that access to mainstream educational spaces will promote social acceptance, reduce 

stigma, and improve educational outcomes (Ainscow, 2005; Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011; 

Ontario Ministry of Education, 2017). However, research suggests that inclusion is often 
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conceptualized narrowly, focusing primarily on physical placement rather than on students’ lived 

experiences of participation, relationships, and identity (Lindsay et al., 2013). Douglas (2010) 

argues that in Ontario, inclusion operates as a form of neo-liberal governmentality, where 

technologies such as differentiated instruction, codes of conduct, and applied behaviour analysis 

function to normalize autistic students rather than to affirm diverse ways of being. In this 

analysis, many embodied differences associated with autism, such as intensity of focus, flapping 

hands, or a nonlinear relationship to time, become “caught” by school systems and treated as 

infractions rather than as legitimate modes of engagement (Douglas, 2010). This suggests that 

inclusion, when implemented without interrogating underlying norms, may reproduce exclusion 

in less visible forms.  

Studies examining educators’ experiences with inclusion highlight ongoing tensions 

between policy intentions and classroom realities. Lindsay et al. (2013) found that teachers often 

report uncertainty about how to support autistic students in mainstream classrooms, particularly 

when behavioural or communication differences challenge established routines. This uncertainty 

is shaped not only by gaps in professional preparation but by systemic constraints, including 

large class sizes, limited specialist support, and inconsistent professional development (Waitoller 

& Artiles, 2013). Hasson et al. (2024) found that teachers described feeling overwhelmed and 

under-resourced, while parents reported having to persistently advocate for support within 

systems that appeared overextended. Under such structural pressures, inclusive practices may 

prioritize maintaining order and predictability, unintentionally reinforcing stigmatizing 

assumptions about students whose ways of engaging do not align with dominant expectations.  
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Stigma within inclusive classrooms is often embedded in everyday expectations related to 

behaviour and communication. Norms surrounding verbal participation, eye contact, emotional 

regulation, and compliance are commonly treated as essential for learning and social integration.  

Yet these expectations reflect dominant neurotypical standards that may marginalize the ways 

autistic students communicate and interact. When autistic students do not conform to such 

norms, their differences may be interpreted as behavioural problems or social deficits, 

reinforcing stigma even within classrooms intended to be inclusive. Recent Ontario-based 

research reinforces this dynamic: Schneider (2025) found that 37% of families surveyed reported 

partial school exclusion of their autistic children, with parents identifying school culture and 

educator attitudes as key contributors. As one parent stated, "Being integrated does not mean 

being included" (Schneider et al., 2025, p. 1856), highlighting the distinction between structural 

placement and lived experience.  

Research centering the perspectives of autistic students reveals the emotional and social 

consequences of these dynamics. Humphrey and Lewis (2008) document how autistic students in 

mainstream secondary schools describe feeling pressure to appear “normal” in order to fit in with 

peers. Participants reported suppressing aspects of themselves and modifying behaviour to avoid 

negative attention or exclusion, a process increasingly recognized in the literature as masking or 

camouflaging. These experiences illustrate how school norms shape not only how autistic 

students are perceived by others, but also how they come to understand themselves. Identity 

formation is a central aspect of schooling, influencing students’ sense of belonging, confidence, 

and engagement with learning. For autistic students, repeated messages about appropriateness, 

compliance, and normality can shape internalized understandings of self, contributing over time 

to feelings of inadequacy, self-doubt, or alienation. Despite the significance of identity in shaping 
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educational experiences, the identities of autistic students remain underexplored in much of the 

inclusive education literature.  

Collectively, this suggests that inclusive education, while well-intentioned, does not 

automatically address the deeper social and cultural dynamics that shape the experiences of 

autistic students in schools. Behaviour and communication norms function as part of a hidden 

curriculum that communicates which ways of being are valued and which are marginalized. 

When these norms remain shaped by stigma and deficit-based assumptions, inclusion risks 

reproducing exclusion in less visible forms. Identity formation remains underexamined in this 

context because the literature has tended to measure inclusion through placement, academic 

outcomes, and behavioural compliance rather than through how students come to understand 

themselves within the environments they inhabit (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008). Stigma, too, 

warrants attention beyond its role in shaping teacher attitudes or peer interactions; it operates as a 

structural force that informs the very norms against which autistic students are evaluated, 

embedding deficit-based assumptions into the routines and expectations of everyday classroom 

life (Douglas, 2010; Goffman, 1963). This gap in the literature points to the need for critical 

examinations of how stigma operates within inclusive classrooms and how it shapes the 

identities of autistic students.  

1.1 Researcher Positionality  

Growing up alongside my brother, who is on the autism spectrum, I have been closely 

involved in supporting him as he navigates educational systems that are not always designed 

with his needs in mind. I have witnessed firsthand how school expectations surrounding 

behaviour, communication, and compliance can create barriers for autistic students, often 
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positioning them as problems to be managed rather than learners to be understood. Supporting 

my brother through these challenges has shaped my understanding of how stigma operates subtly 

within schools, even in spaces that claim to be inclusive.  

My own experience as a student in Ontario public schools further informs this research. 

Having moved through the same systems in which I now teach, I am acutely aware of how norms 

of “appropriate” behaviour and success are constructed and reinforced. As a teacher, I continue to 

observe how these norms influence classroom practices, assessment, and interactions with 

students who do not fit dominant expectations. These observations have heightened my 

sensitivity to the ways in which inclusion can coexist with exclusion when difference is tolerated 

rather than valued.  

My dual role as an educator and a family member of an individual with autism places me 

in a position of both advocacy and reflexivity. While my experiences provide insight and 

motivation for this research, I remain mindful of the need to critically examine my assumptions 

and avoid speaking for students with autism. Instead, this research is guided by a commitment to 

amplifying marginalized perspectives and interrogating the structures that shape educational 

experiences.  

Ultimately, this paper is driven by a desire to contribute to more equitable educational 

practices by examining how stigma functions within inclusive classrooms and how it shapes the 

identities of autistic students. By bridging personal experience, professional practice, and 

reflective academic research, this research seeks to move beyond policy rhetoric toward a deeper 

understanding of what meaningful inclusion requires.  
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1.2 Purpose of this Study  

This paper aims to examine how stigma and preconceived notions about behaviour and 

communication shape autistic student identity in inclusive classroom settings. Rather than 

evaluating specific interventions or models of inclusion, the focus is on how everyday classroom 

norms operate as sites where stigma is produced and identity is negotiated. Guided by the 

research question, How do stigma and preconceived notions about behaviour and 

communication shape autistic student identity in inclusive classrooms?, this paper draws upon 

peer-reviewed literature from inclusive education and disability studies, Canadian contextual 

perspectives, and reflexive engagement with lived experience as a student and teacher. In doing 

so, it seeks to contribute to more critical and nuanced understandings of inclusion that move 

beyond placement toward questions of belonging, identity, and equity.   

1.3 Rationale  

Autism has become increasingly prominent within public, political, and educational 

discourse, shaping how difference is understood and responded to in schools. Media coverage 

plays a significant role in constructing these understandings, often framing autism through 

narratives of crisis, risk, or social concern. A recent article published by BBC News (2024) 

highlights how political rhetoric surrounding autism has reignited public debate, with disability 

advocates cautioning that such language reinforces fear-based and deficit-oriented narratives 

rather than promoting acceptance or understanding. In Canada, autism is frequently discussed in 

the media in relation to access to services, educational supports, and systemic shortfalls (Riva, 

2016). While such coverage has drawn attention to inequities, it often emphasizes urgency and 

lack, reinforcing the perception of autism as a problem to be managed rather than a form of 
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human diversity requiring inclusive structural change. Debates about inclusive education further 

illustrate how these narratives intersect with schooling. In a feature article published in The 

Globe and Mail, Alphonso (2019) examines public concern over whether inclusive classrooms in 

Canada are adequately supporting students with complex learning needs, including students with 

autism. The article raises questions about whether inclusion, when implemented without 

sufficient resources or support, risks reproducing exclusion within mainstream classrooms. This 

coverage reflects broader tensions between inclusive education policy and classroom realities, 

particularly in relation to behaviour, communication, and support expectations.  

Schools are a key site where media and policy narratives about autism are enacted in 

everyday practice. Educational environments are shaped by dominant norms surrounding 

behaviour, communication, and compliance, and these norms influence how difference is 

interpreted by educators and peers. Despite Ontario's stated commitment to inclusive education 

in policy documents such as Learning for All (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013) and 

Policy/Program Memorandum No. 140 (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2007/2017), autistic 

students continue to encounter classrooms structured around narrow expectations of 

"appropriate" behaviour. PPM 140 is particularly significant in this regard because it formally 

embeds applied behaviour analysis (ABA) into educational programming for autistic students, 

endorsing an intervention framework whose primary orientation is toward reducing behaviours 

deemed undesirable and increasing compliance with neurotypical norms (Douglas, 2010). This 

creates a fundamental tension at the policy level: the province simultaneously commits to 

inclusion and mandates an approach rooted in behavioural modification that measures success by 

how closely an autistic student approximates neurotypical conduct. From a neurodiversity 

perspective, this is not inclusion but normalization, and the two are not the same thing 
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(Broderick & Ne'eman, 2008). Douglas (2010) demonstrates that Ontario's codes of conduct and 

progressive discipline frameworks compound this dynamic, functioning as regulatory 

mechanisms that define acceptable participation and target the embodied differences of autistic 

students as infractions. When difference does not align with these expectations, it may be 

tolerated through accommodation rather than genuinely valued, allowing stigma to persist even 

within inclusive settings.  

Research on inclusive education has demonstrated that physical placement in mainstream 

classrooms does not, on its own, guarantee meaningful inclusion (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008; 

Schneider, 2025; Slee, 2006). Schneider’s (2025) Ontario-based study found that greater parental 

satisfaction with the IEP process was associated with lower likelihood of school exclusion, while 

qualitative findings identified bullying and inadequate staff training as primary contributors to 

exclusion. These findings are consistent with broader research indicating that inclusive policy 

frameworks often focus on access rather than on the everyday relational and cultural conditions 

that shape belonging (Lindsay et al., 2013; Waitoller & Artiles, 2013). Although research has 

examined the implementation of inclusive frameworks, teachers’ preparedness and attitudes, and 

classroom strategies for supporting autistic students, comparatively less attention has been paid 

to how stigma operates within everyday classroom interactions. In particular, the identity 

experiences of autistic students are often overlooked.  

The convergence of heightened media attention, persistent systemic challenges, and the 

continued marginalization of autistic students in schools highlights the need for critical research 

in this area. Examining how public narratives intersect with school practices is essential for 

understanding how stigma is produced and sustained within inclusive classrooms. Such work is 
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necessary to move beyond surface-level inclusion toward educational environments that affirm 

difference, support student identity, and promote genuine belonging.  
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CHAPTER II: METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH  

This paper employs a conceptual and critical approach using secondary data (see Chapter 

III: Review of Literature). I draw on peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, Canadian 

and Ontario-specific policy documents, and resources from organizations such as Autism Ontario 

and the Ontario Ministry of Education to construct a critical analysis of how stigma and 

preconceived notions about behaviour and communication shape autistic student identity in 

inclusive classrooms. The literature spans multiple national contexts, including Canada, the 

United Kingdom, Ireland, the United States, and Australia, with particular attention to the 

Ontario context given my positionality and the province's specific policy landscape around 

autism and inclusion.  

As I was considering research topics for my Master of Education Major Paper, I kept 

reflecting on my own lived experiences as someone with an autistic sibling, and as a teacher at 

an Ontario school. Further, I found a recently released report by Ontario Autism Coalition (2025) 

that surveyed families with children with special needs from 60 of Ontario’s 72 publicly-funded 

school divisions very concerning. The report noted that about one half of the families felt 

students were not getting a meaningful education, and more than one third of the families were 

dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with the development of their child’s individual education plan 

(IEP). Ontario Ministry of Education (2026) defines IEP thus, “a written plan that describes 

special education programs, accommodations and services that a school board will provide for a 

student.”  

Alongside this engagement with secondary literature (see Chapter 3: Literature Review),  

I draw on my own experiences as a student in Ontario public schools and as a teacher currently 
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working within the Ontario education system. Growing up alongside my brother, who is on the 

autism spectrum, and subsequently entering the teaching profession has provided a dual vantage 

point from which to observe how inclusive education operates in practice, how classroom norms 

shape students' experiences, and how the gap between inclusive rhetoric and everyday reality 

manifests in specific, material ways. These experiences function as a reflexive lens that informs 

the analysis rather than as empirical data. My perspective is informed by proximity to autism 

through a family member rather than by being autistic myself, and this distinction is important 

for what can and cannot be claimed about the lived experience of autistic students.  

Two moments illustrate how these vantage points inform the analysis. On a day when my 

brother's usual classroom teacher was absent and his support staff were also unavailable, the 

disruption to his routine produced a visible response: he began yelling and grabbing objects. The 

school suspended him. What was legible to the institution was a behavioural infraction; what was 

not legible was that the environment had become suddenly unpredictable for a student whose 

capacity to regulate depends in part on the consistency of familiar adults and routines. The 

response treated the behaviour as the problem rather than asking what had produced it, a pattern 

that recurs throughout the literature reviewed in this paper. From my own classroom, a different 

but related example stays with me. A student who was actively engaged in a lesson kept calling 

out answers without raising his hand. Because this did not conform to the expected participation 

norm, I corrected him. He did not answer another question for the rest of the class. In that 

moment, I was enforcing the very kind of norm this paper examines: one that privileged a 

particular form of communication over the substance of what the student was contributing. These 

are not extraordinary incidents; they are the ordinary, routine ways in which classroom 
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expectations regulate autistic behaviour and communication, and it is their ordinariness that 

makes them analytically significant.  

The analytical framework is woven throughout the analysis rather than housed in a 

separate section. Several interconnected theoretical perspectives guide the work: the social model 

of disability (Oliver, 1996), which shifts attention from individual impairment to the social and 

institutional structures that produce disablement; stigma and deficit thinking, drawing on 

Broderick and Ne'eman's (2008) analysis of dominant cultural narratives about autism; the 

hidden curriculum (Giroux, 2024; Jackson, 1990), which examines how schools communicate 

implicit expectations about behaviour, communication, and belonging; Douglas's (2010) 

Foucauldian analysis of inclusion as governmentality in Ontario schools; and theories of identity 

and positioning, which inform the central concern with how autistic students come to understand 

themselves through their interactions with school environments.  

Through this critical engagement with the literature and with my own experience, several 

implications for inclusive practice emerge. If behaviour and communication norms in classrooms 

are socially constructed rather than neutral, then educators and schools have both the capacity 

and the responsibility to reconstruct them. This means moving beyond compliance-based 

expectations that require autistic students to perform neurotypicality as a condition of belonging, 

and instead creating classroom cultures in which diverse ways of communicating, processing, 

and engaging are recognized as legitimate. It means attending to the hidden curriculum and 

asking what tacit expectations are communicated through classroom routines, disciplinary 

practices, and assessment structures. It means recognizing that accommodations, while 

necessary, are insufficient if they continue to position the individual student as the site of the 

problem rather than interrogating the environment that produced the mismatch. And it means 
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investing in professional development that equips teachers not only with strategies for supporting 

autistic students but with the critical awareness to examine their own assumptions about what 

appropriate student behaviour looks like and whose interests those assumptions serve.  

Perhaps most importantly, it means centring autistic student identity as a concern of 

inclusive education. If the literature reviewed here demonstrates anything, it is that autistic 

students are not passive recipients of inclusive policy; they are actively navigating, interpreting, 

and internalizing the messages their school environments communicate about who they are. 

When those messages consistently position autistic ways of being as deficient, disruptive, or in 

need of correction, the consequences extend well beyond the classroom and into students' 

developing sense of self. Inclusive education that attends to identity would prioritize belonging 

over compliance, affirm neurodivergent ways of being rather than seeking to normalize them, 

and create conditions in which autistic students can develop self-understanding on their own 

terms rather than through the lens of deficit.  
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CHAPTER III: REVIEW OF LITERATURE  

This chapter presents a review of relevant literature drawn from the fields of education, 

disability studies, and autism research. Literature was identified through searches of Omni, the 

University of Windsor's research discovery platform, as well as supplementary searches in ERIC,  

PsycINFO, and Google Scholar. Search terms included combinations of the following: 

inclusive education, autism spectrum, autistic students, special education, stigma, deficit 

thinking, behaviour and communication, classroom norms, hidden curriculum, student identity, 

and neurodiversity. The search prioritized peer-reviewed journal articles, book chapters, and 

policy relevant texts, with particular attention to literature situated within K–12 school contexts 

in Ontario and Canada more broadly. Where directly relevant theoretical or conceptual 

contributions were found in international scholarship or in higher education research, these 

sources were included as well.  

The review is organized around five key topics: special education as a field, autism and 

its conceptualization in educational settings, the role of teachers, inclusive classroom 

environments, and student identity. These topics are addressed in a deliberate sequence, moving 

from the broad institutional landscape toward the more particular experiences of individual 

students. Special education as a field is examined first because the policies, structures, and 

assumptions produced by that field, including Ontario's legislative and curricular frameworks, 

form the institutional backdrop against which autistic students' classroom experiences unfold. 

From there, the review narrows to how autism is understood and categorized within schools, then 

to how teachers perceive and respond to autistic students, then to how classroom environments 

are shaped by particular behavioural and communicative norms, and finally to how these 

converging forces bear on autistic student identity. Together, this body of literature helps to 
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illuminate what is currently known in relation to this study, which is guided by the research 

question: How do stigma and preconceived notions about behaviour and communication shape 

autistic student identity in inclusive classrooms? Gaps in the existing literature are also 

identified, in order to highlight the contribution of this study to the ongoing debate about the 

experiences of autistic students in inclusive K–12 classrooms in Ontario and beyond.  

3.1 Special Education as a Field  

Special education developed within schooling systems as a response to students who 

were historically excluded from formal education or educated in segregated settings. Early 

approaches were grounded in medical and psychological frameworks that positioned disability as 

an individual deficit requiring diagnosis, classification, and remediation (Baglieri et al., 2011). 

The passage of landmark legislation, including the Education for All Handicapped Children Act 

in the United States in 1975 and the Education Amendment Act in Ontario in 1980, established 

the right of students with disabilities to access publicly funded education. Yet as Baglieri et al. 

(2011) argue, the structural architecture that accompanied this legal shift was itself built on 

deficit logic. Students gained access to classrooms, but they did so through mechanisms such as 

diagnostic assessments, categorical labels, and individualized education plans that positioned 

disability as a problem residing within the student. These deficit-based approaches reinforced 

distinctions between “normal” and “abnormal” learners, and from the outset, the project of 

inclusion was embedded within a system designed not to affirm difference but to identify, 

classify, and remediate it.  

From a Disability Studies in Education (DSE) perspective, special education remains a 

contested space shaped by competing understandings of disability and difference. Baglieri et al. 
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(2011) contend that special education’s emphasis on measurable outcomes, evidence-based 

interventions, and categorical diagnostics reflects a broader cultural investment in normalcy that 

predates and exceeds the field itself. Drawing on Davis (1997), Baglieri et al. notes that the idea 

of a “norm” is not a natural feature of human experience but a product of particular kinds of 

societies, those that require mechanisms for sorting, ranking, and stratifying populations. From 

this perspective, the diagnostic categories around which special education is organized do not 

merely describe pre-existing conditions; they actively produce the category of “disabled student” 

in relation to an assumed norm. Rather than locating difficulty solely within learners, DSE 

scholarship highlights how institutional structures, curricular demands, and assessment practices 

create barriers to participation (Baglieri et al., 2011).  

The movement from segregation to integration and subsequently to inclusion has been 

widely narrated as a story of progress, but critical scholars complicate this account. Slee (2006) 

argues that the language of inclusion was, in many jurisdictions, absorbed into the existing 

vocabulary of special education without fundamentally altering its underlying logic. Where 

inclusion was once intended as a radical challenge to the exclusionary structures of regular 

schooling, it was gradually domesticated, reframed as a set of technical questions about 

placement, resources, and the deployment of specialist support rather than as a political and 

ethical demand to rethink who schools are designed for. Slee draws on Said’s (2000) concept of 

“travelling theory” to describe how the original reformist power of inclusion has been diluted 

through popularization. The consequence is that inclusion now comfortably describes both 

traditional special education research conferences and disability advocacy seminars, its 

generalized usage masking deep disagreements about what it actually means in practice.  
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In Ontario, inclusion has been operationalized primarily through policy frameworks such 

as Learning for All (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013), which outlines principles of Universal 

Design for Learning and differentiated instruction as mechanisms for supporting diverse learners. 

The Ministry defines inclusive education as “education that is based on the principles of 

acceptance and inclusion of all students,” in which students “see themselves reflected in their 

curriculum, their physical surroundings, and the broader environment, in which diversity is 

honoured and all individuals are respected” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 6). These 

frameworks signal a shift toward proactive planning for diversity rather than reactive 

accommodation. However, Douglas (2010) offers a critical analysis of how Ontario’s inclusive 

education infrastructure actually operates. Through a Foucauldian governmentality lens, Douglas 

argues that inclusion in Ontario functions as an emergent form of neo-liberal governance in 

schools, where technologies such as the Identification, Placement, and Review Committee 

(IPRC) process, differentiated instruction, and autism teams serve as normalizing mechanisms. 

Rather than affirming diverse ways of learning and being, these technologies invite autistic 

students and their families into a project of improvement that is fundamentally oriented toward 

producing citizens who conform to dominant norms of academic productivity and social conduct. 

Douglas demonstrates that parents are compelled to participate in consultative processes, consent 

to expert evaluations, and practise therapeutic techniques at home, all framed as empowering 

involvement but functioning, in practice, as extensions of institutional surveillance and control.  

Douglas’s (2010) analysis is also significant in its treatment of Applied Behaviour 

Analysis (ABA), which was formally endorsed by the Ontario Ministry of Education in 

Policy/Program Memorandum No. 140 (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2007/2017) as the 

recommended approach for supporting students with autism. Douglas argues that ABA functions 
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as a disciplinary technology that works directly on the autistic body, attempting to normalize 

movements, use of time, patterns of eye gaze, and modes of engagement with academic work. 

She describes this as an effort to produce “docile, (non)autistic bodies” that are eventually 

governable within the project of inclusion. Douglas notes that the Ministry’s endorsement of 

ABA subjugates alternative frameworks, including disability studies and neurodiversity 

perspectives, that might conceptualize autism not as a set of behaviours to be corrected but as a 

form of human difference to be understood and accommodated. This institutional privileging of 

behavioural normalization over relational and affirming approaches represents a central dynamic 

in how inclusion operates in Ontario schools.  

At the classroom level, Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) offer an alternative 

conceptualization of what inclusion might look like in practice. Their concept of inclusive 

pedagogy proposes a shift from an approach that works for most learners while providing 

something “additional” or “different” for those identified as having difficulties, toward an 

approach that extends what is ordinarily available in the classroom so that all learners can 

participate without being singled out. Florian and Black-Hawkins argue that conventional 

approaches to inclusion, including differentiation, individual learning plans, and specialist 

support, often depend on first identifying certain students as different and then providing targeted 

interventions that reinforce that difference. The inclusive pedagogical approach, by contrast, 

begins with the community of learners in the classroom and asks what can be made available to 

everyone. Their research found that what determined teachers’ inclusive practice was not the 

implementation of any specific strategy, but rather the knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs teachers 

held about learners and learning, and how they responded when students encountered barriers.  
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Research suggests that professional development for educators related to inclusive 

education is often fragmented and insufficiently theorized. Waitoller and Artiles (2013) 

conducted a comprehensive review of a decade of professional development research and found 

that the majority of programs focused on discrete skills, techniques, or knowledge about specific 

disability categories rather than on developing teachers’ capacity to critically examine the norms 

and structures that produce exclusion. Their analysis reveals a fragmented field in which general 

education, special education, bilingual education, and culturally responsive pedagogy are treated 

as separate professional domains with limited cross-pollination. This compartmentalization 

means that teachers are often prepared to work with “students with disabilities” in ways that do 

not account for the intersecting forms of exclusion related to race, language, class, and gender 

that many students experience simultaneously (Waitoller & Artiles, 2013). Without sustained 

attention to institutional norms and power relations, inclusive initiatives may focus on surface 

level strategies rather than on meaningful structural change.  

Recent reporting from the Thames Valley District School Board, one of Ontario’s fastest 

growing school divisions by student enrollment (CBC News, 2023), illustrates this trend at the 

local level. Davey (2026) reports that the number of students identified as autistic within the 

board has risen substantially over the past decade, with a superintendent describing it as the most 

significant trend in recent years. This rise in the number of students having autism has not been 

matched by a corresponding increase in resources, specialist support, or structural reform within 

schools (Schneider, 2025). The growing population of autistic students in mainstream classrooms 

thus encounters an inclusive education system that was not designed with their needs centrally in 

mind, one that, as Slee (2006) argues, has renovated the storefront of special education without 

fundamentally restructuring its architecture.  
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What emerges across this section is that inclusion, as it has been institutionalized, has 

largely reproduced the deficit logic it was meant to displace. Baglieri et al. (2011) argue that 

classification systems originally designed to identify and serve students with disabilities have 

come to function as mechanisms of sorting, producing the category of the disabled student in 

relation to an assumed neurotypical norm rather than simply describing a pre-existing condition. 

In Ontario, Douglas (2010) demonstrates that this dynamic is embedded in the legislative and 

curricular tools through which students are assessed, placed, and programmed, tools that carry 

within them assumptions about what constitutes appropriate development and behaviour. Slee 

(2006) shows how inclusion rhetoric was absorbed into these existing structures without 

disrupting their foundational logic, leaving the question of whose ways of being are treated as the 

standard largely unexamined. Even efforts to reform professional practice, as Waitoller and 

Artiles (2013) and Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) each find, have tended to address inclusion 

as an implementation problem rather than a conceptual one. Meaningful inclusion, the 

scholarship in this section suggests, would require not refinement of existing frameworks but a 

willingness to interrogate the norms those frameworks take for granted. 

3.2 Autism  

Autism is commonly understood within educational contexts as a neurodevelopmental 

difference characterized by variations in social communication, sensory processing, and patterns 

of behaviour (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). In its Diagnostic and Statistical Manual 

of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition, Text Revision (DSM-5-TR), the American Psychiatric 

Association uses the term Autism Spectrum Disorder to capture the heterogeneous nature of 

autistic experience, acknowledging that individuals vary significantly in communication style, 

sensory processing, social engagement, and support needs. While the spectrum concept 
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represents an improvement over earlier categorical distinctions, which separated Asperger’s 

Syndrome, Pervasive Developmental Disorder-Not Otherwise Specified, and Autistic Disorder as 

distinct diagnoses (Towbin, 1997), critical scholars argue that the diagnostic framework remains 

fundamentally oriented toward identifying deviation from developmental norms (Baglieri et al., 

2011; Broderick & Ne'eman, 2008). The DSM-5-TR criteria require that differences in social 

communication and behaviour cause "clinically significant impairment" in functioning, a 

standard that locates the problem of autism within the individual rather than within the 

environments that produce disablement. In this way, the clinical framework serves a dual 

function: it provides access to services and support through formal identification, but it 

simultaneously inscribes autism as a condition of deficit from the moment of diagnosis.  

Neurodiversity scholars challenge this framing. Walker (2021) argues that the pathology 

paradigm is not a neutral scientific position but a culturally embedded value system that 

privileges a narrow range of cognitive styles as normal. Milton (2012), through the concept of 

the “double empathy problem,” reframes communication difficulties as a mutual gap between 

autistic and non-autistic people rather than a one-sided deficit. These perspectives suggest that 

the deficit inscribed by diagnostic frameworks is a particular interpretation of autism, not an 

objective description, and one that carries consequences for how autistic students are positioned 

within educational settings. Broderick and Ne’eman (2008) provide a detailed analysis of how 

cultural metaphors surrounding autism reinforce and extend this deficit framing beyond the 

clinical domain. They trace a history of spatial metaphors in autism discourse, metaphors of 

withdrawal, retreat, and arrival from a foreign space, that position the autistic person as 

fundamentally separate from the social world. Early psychogenic theories relied on the image of 

a child who had retreated behind a “wall” or withdrawn into an “empty fortress,” a metaphor that 
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not only blamed mothers for their children’s autism but also constituted autism itself as an 

absence. Although the psychogenic origins of these metaphors have been thoroughly discredited, 

Broderick and Ne’eman argue that their structural logic persists in contemporary discourse. 

Organizations such as Autism Speaks have drawn on imagery of children being “kidnapped” or 

“held hostage” by autism, framing the condition as something that replaces a normal child with 

an impaired version. This metaphorical framework has practical consequences: it creates what 

Broderick and Ne’eman call a “narrative congruence” between dominant understandings of 

autism as disease and dominant ideas about appropriate responses, including intensive 

behavioural intervention aimed at recovering the “missing” neurotypical child within.  

Against this dominant narrative, the neurodiversity paradigm has emerged as a counter 

framework that reconceptualizes autism not as a disease or disorder but as a form of natural 

neurological variation. Broderick and Ne’eman (2008) situate this counter-narrative within the 

autistic self-advocacy movement, noting that organizations such as the Autistic Self Advocacy 

Network have been instrumental in articulating a politics of neurological difference. The 

neurodiversity framework challenges the assumption that there is a single correct way for human 

brains to develop and function, and it rejects the positioning of autistic ways of being as 

inherently inferior to neurotypical norms. Broderick and Ne’eman observe that the bulk of 

support for framing autism as disease comes from the non-autistic community, while the bulk of 

support for the neurodiversity framework comes from autistic people themselves. This 

observation has significant implications for educational practice: if the dominant cultural 

understanding of autism privileges the perspectives of those who do not experience it, 

educational responses built on that understanding may be systematically misaligned with what 

autistic students actually need.  
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Within classroom settings, behaviours associated with autism frequently become the 

primary lens through which difference is identified and managed. Students may communicate 

nonverbally, rely on predictable routines, engage in repetitive movements for sensory regulation, 

or demonstrate intense focused interests. Although such behaviours are often framed as 

challenges, research suggests they are highly context-dependent and frequently reflect 

environmental mismatch rather than inherent deficit (Broderick & Ne’eman, 2008; Slee, 2006). 

Harrower and Dunlap (2001), in their review of strategies for including autistic children in 

general education classrooms, document a range of behaviour analytic interventions, including 

antecedent manipulations, self-management programs, and peer-mediated strategies, that have 

demonstrated effectiveness in supporting autistic students in inclusive settings. However, their 

review also reveals that the dominant logic of these interventions is oriented toward reducing 

behaviours that disrupt the flow of general education instruction and increasing behaviours that 

align with classroom norms. What remains largely absent from this literature is a sustained 

examination of the norms themselves.  

Ontario’s educational policy reflects these tensions. Policy/Program Memorandum No. 

140 (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2007/2017) requires school boards to incorporate methods 

of ABA into programs for students with autism, making Ontario one of the few jurisdictions to 

formally endorse a specific therapeutic methodology within educational policy. Autism Ontario 

(2023) acknowledges that ABA-based supports can help some students access the curriculum, 

while also noting that families and autistic adults hold diverse perspectives on the approach. 

Some members of the autistic community have raised concerns that ABA prioritizes compliance 

and the suppression of autistic traits over the development of skills, relationships, and self 

understanding on autistic terms. Douglas (2010) argues that the policy endorsement of ABA in 
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Ontario schools effectively subjugates alternative frameworks, including neurodiversityinformed 

approaches, that would conceptualize support not as the elimination of autistic behaviour but as 

the creation of environments in which autistic ways of being are recognized and valued.  

Beyond behavioural intervention, accommodation is the primary mechanism through 

which schools attempt to support autistic students. Accommodations may include visual 

schedules, sensory breaks, modified assessments, use of assistive technology, or access to quiet 

workspaces. These supports can be meaningful and, for many students, necessary for 

participation in learning. However, scholars caution that when accommodations are implemented 

as individualized addons to otherwise unchanged classroom structures, they may inadvertently 

reinforce the perception that difference resides within the student rather than within institutional 

design (Baglieri et al., 2011; Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011). Von Below, Spaeth, and Horlin 

(2021), in a study of higher education educators, found a dissonance between teachers’ positive 

attitudes toward accommodating autistic students and their actual teaching practices, what the 

authors describe as an “attitude-behaviour gap.” Educators expressed willingness to support 

autistic learners but demonstrated limited knowledge of how to translate that willingness into 

pedagogical change. This suggests that the problem is not simply one of individual attitude but of 

structural design: when accommodation depends on identifying and responding to individual 

need, it places the burden of disclosure and advocacy on students who may already be navigating 

significant social and sensory demands.  

Taken together, this literature review demonstrates that autism in educational contexts is 

not simply understood but interpreted through intersecting medical, institutional, and cultural 

frameworks. While awareness has expanded, educational responses remain shaped by 

longstanding assumptions about communication, competence, and behavioural conformity 
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(Broderick & Ne’eman, 2008; Slee, 2006). A circular dynamic emerges: clinical frameworks 

generally define autism through deficits in communication and behaviour. These definitions 

inform educational expectations that privilege neurotypical norms; and when autistic students do 

not meet those expectations, their behaviour is interpreted as confirmation of the original deficit. 

The norms themselves are rarely examined. Understanding autism in schools therefore requires 

examining how diagnostic discourse intersects with institutional regulation to shape 

interpretation, accommodation, and identity formation.  

The scholarship in this section reveals that how autism is defined is not a neutral or 

purely scientific matter but one with direct consequences for how autistic students are treated in 

schools. The clinical framework established by the American Psychiatric Association (2022), 

which grounds Ontario policy and much of the professional development available to teachers, 

understands autism primarily as a condition of impairment requiring correction or management. 

Harrower and Dunlap (2001) and Douglas (2010) show how Applied Behaviour Analysis, the 

intervention most consistently endorsed in provincial policy, operationalizes this understanding 

by orienting support toward behavioural conformity with neurotypical expectations. Walker 

(2021) and Broderick and Ne’eman (2008) offer a substantively different account, arguing that 

the difficulties autistic people encounter are better understood as products of a mismatch between 

autistic ways of being and environments that were never designed with them in mind. Milton’s 

(2012) double empathy problem is particularly significant here, as it reframes communication 

differences not as deficits located in autistic individuals but as a mutual breakdown that 

implicates the non-autistic environment as much as the autistic student. These are not simply 

competing theoretical positions. They produce different classrooms, different relationships, and 

different messages about who autistic students are and what they are capable of becoming. 
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3.3 Teachers  

Teachers occupy a central position within inclusive education systems. They are 

responsible not only for implementing policy directives but also for interpreting behaviour, 

allocating support, structuring peer interactions, and managing classroom norms. Research 

consistently demonstrates that teachers’ knowledge, preparedness, and attitudes significantly 

influence how inclusion is enacted for students with autism (Kossewska et al., 2021; Losh et al., 

2022). However, understanding teacher practice requires looking beyond individual competence 

to consider how teachers are positioned within broader institutional structures that shape both 

their capacity and their interpretive frameworks.  

Across international contexts, studies indicate that many teachers report gaps between 

their commitment to inclusion and their confidence in implementing it. Lindsay et al. (2013), in a 

qualitative study of 13 Ontario educators, found that teachers identified three primary areas of 

challenge: understanding and managing behaviour, navigating socio-structural barriers such as 

school policy and limited resources, and creating an inclusive environment amid a lack of 

understanding from colleagues, students, and parents. Behaviour, in particular, emerged as a 

persistent source of difficulty. Teachers reported feeling uncertain about how to interpret and 

respond to behaviours associated with autism, and this uncertainty was compounded by the 

absence of clear guidance or specialist support. These findings suggest that in the absence of 

nuanced understanding, teachers may default to interpreting autistic behaviour through the lens 

of compliance and disruption, reinforcing deficit-based assumptions even when their intentions 

are inclusive.  
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Lindsay et al.’s (2014) companion study explored the strategies teachers used to support 

autistic students in inclusive classrooms. They found that Ontario educators relied on a 

combination of approaches: advocating for resources, building awareness of autism within the 

classroom community, tailoring instruction to individual interests, and using collaborative 

teamwork with support staff and parents. Notably, teachers who described the most positive 

experiences of inclusion were those who had developed an understanding of autism that went 

beyond the diagnostic criteria to encompass a recognition of each student’s communicative and 

sensory profile. However, Lindsay et al. (2014) also found that these effective strategies were 

often developed informally, through trial and error, rather than through systematic professional 

preparation. Several teachers explicitly noted that their pre-service training had not equipped 

them for the realities of inclusive teaching. This finding points to a structural gap: the 

expectation that teachers will implement inclusion is not matched by investment in the 

knowledge and skills they need to do so effectively.  

The relationship between training and teacher attitudes has been explored across multiple 

contexts. Leonard and Smyth (2022), in a study of Irish primary school teachers, found that prior 

training in autism was the single most significant predictor of positive attitudes toward inclusive 

education. The study also noted that teachers who had received targeted professional 

development demonstrated greater willingness to accommodate autistic students and reported 

higher levels of confidence in their practice. However, Leonard and Smyth also found that the 

majority of participating teachers had not received such training, revealing a systemic gap 

between policy aspiration and professional reality. Alassaf (2025) found a similar pattern among 

321 special education teachers in Saudi Arabia: moderate levels of knowledge and attitudes 

toward inclusion, with prior autism-specific training emerging as the strongest predictor of both 
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variables. These findings are consistent across cultural contexts, suggesting that the gap between 

what teachers know and what they are expected to do is not a local problem but a structural 

feature of inclusive education systems internationally.  

Research also suggests that teacher knowledge shapes not only pedagogical strategies but 

also interpretive frameworks. When teachers lack nuanced understanding of autism, they may be 

more likely to interpret autistic behaviours through normative assumptions about what 

constitutes appropriate student conduct. Von Below, Spaeth, and Horlin (2021), in their study of 

higher education educators in the United Kingdom, identified a notable “attitude-behaviour gap”: 

educators expressed positive attitudes toward accommodating autistic students but demonstrated 

limited capacity to translate those attitudes into pedagogical change. The authors introduced the 

concept of the “implied student,” drawing on Ulriksen (2009), to describe the phenomenon 

whereby educators design their teaching around an assumed neurotypical learner. When the 

implied student is neurotypical, course structures, communication expectations, and assessment 

methods are built around norms that may systematically disadvantage autistic learners, even 

without conscious intent to exclude. This concept has relevance to the K-12 context, where 

classroom expectations around verbal participation, group work, and behavioural compliance 

similarly reflect an implied student who is neurotypical, socially fluent, and sensorily regulated.  

The emotional toll of navigating inclusive education without adequate support has also 

been documented in the literature. Hasson et al. (2024) found that frontline special education 

staff described feeling exhausted, undervalued, and caught between the demands of families and 

the constraints of the system. Roorda et al. (2021), in a study comparing student-teacher 

relationship quality between boys in special education for autism and boys in regular education, 

found that boys in autism-specific settings reported more conflict and less closeness in their 
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relationships with teachers, and that relational conflict was more strongly associated with 

disengagement for autistic students than for their neurotypical peers. This finding suggests that 

the quality of the student-teacher relationship may have an amplified significance for autistic 

students, whose engagement with school may depend more heavily on feeling understood and 

relationally safe than on any particular instructional strategy.  

Ontario-specific research reinforces these dynamics. Lindsay et al. (2013) found that 

teachers in Ontario identified school policy, class size, and resource availability as factors that 

constrained their ability to support autistic students effectively. Several teachers noted that the 

requirement to follow standardized curricula left little room for the flexibility that autistic 

students often need, while the pressure to manage large classrooms made it difficult to attend to 

individual differences. These constraints are not merely logistical inconveniences; they shape the 

normative environment of the classroom itself. When teachers are pressed for time and resources, 

the path of least resistance is to prioritize order, predictability, and compliance, qualities that 

serve the needs of the institution but may conflict with the needs of autistic students whose 

engagement takes different forms. Hasson et al. (2024) provide further evidence of this strain, 

with teachers and parents describing systems that appeared under-resourced and overextended. 

These findings complicate narratives that attribute inclusive shortcomings solely to teacher 

attitudes, and instead point to structural conditions that may constrain teacher capacity.  

The pressures teachers face do not exist in isolation. They are produced by the broader 

institutional, cultural, and sensory environments of schools, environments whose physical, 

social, and normative dimensions communicate which ways of being are valued and which are 

marginalized. The research in this section consistently shows that teachers enter inclusive 

classrooms with genuine commitment but without the preparation needed to translate that 
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commitment into practice. Lindsay et al. (2013, 2014) document in Ontario-specific research that 

teachers struggle to interpret autistic behaviour and rely on informal, individually developed 

strategies rather than systematic preparation, and Leonard and Smyth (2022) and Alassaf (2025) 

confirm across international contexts that targeted training is the variable most consistently 

associated with meaningful inclusion. Von Below et al. (2021) introduce the concept of the 

implied neurotypical student to explain how classroom structures exclude autistic learners by 

design rather than by intent, while Roorda et al. (2021) show that for autistic students the quality 

of the student-teacher relationship has an amplified effect on school engagement and sense of 

belonging, making the teacher’s understanding of autism a matter with identity consequences as 

well as instructional ones. What is largely absent from this body of research, however, is critical 

attention to the norms that teachers are being asked to uphold and transmit. The behaviour 

management expectations, communication standards, and participation norms that structure 

inclusive classrooms are rarely examined as social constructions, and the effect of their 

transmission on how autistic students understand themselves remains underexplored. 

3.4 Classroom and School Environments  

Schools function as structured environments that privilege particular modes of sensory 

processing, communication, and social interaction, and in doing so, they communicate implicit 

expectations about what it means to be a competent student. For autistic students, the physical, 

social, and normative dimensions of school environments can present significant barriers to 

participation, not because of any inherent limitation but because of a mismatch between the 

student’s way of experiencing the world and the world the school has constructed. Understanding 

these environmental dynamics is important for examining how stigma operates in inclusive 

classrooms, because it is through the design of the environment itself that preconceived notions 
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about appropriate behaviour and communication are given material form. The sensory 

environment of schools is among the most immediate aspects of this dynamic. Humphrey and 

Lewis (2008), in their study of mainstream secondary school students with Asperger syndrome, 

document the impact of sensory experiences on students’ daily lives.  

Students described the school environment as chaotic, overwhelming, and at times 

unbearable. Noise, crowding, unpredictable transitions, and the general bustle of corridors and 

cafeterias produced levels of stress and anxiety that significantly impaired their ability to engage 

with learning. These sensory challenges are not incidental features of the school environment; 

they are structural products of how schools are designed and organized. Schools are built for 

large numbers of students moving through shared spaces on tightly scheduled routines, a design 

that serves administrative efficiency but that may be at odds with the sensory needs of many 

autistic students. When students become distressed, withdraw, or exhibit behaviours interpreted 

as noncompliance in response to sensory overload, the problem is typically located within the 

student rather than within the environment that produced the distress (see for example, Kiramba 

& Oloo, 2023).  

Beyond sensory dimensions, the social architecture of schools creates a normative 

landscape in which certain behaviours are rewarded and others are penalized. Cappadocia, Weiss, 

and Pepler (2012), in a study of 192 Canadian parents of children with autism, found that 77% of 

parents reported their child had been bullied at school within the past month, with 30% 

experiencing victimization two or more times per week. Verbal and social forms of bullying were 

the most prevalent, and frequent victimization was associated with heightened anxiety, 

hyperactivity, selfinjurious behaviour, and over-sensitivity. Children who were bullied were 

approximately five times more likely to have communication difficulties, eleven times more 
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likely to exhibit internalizing mental health problems, and three times more likely to have a 

parent experiencing mental health difficulties. These findings suggest a pattern in which the 

social vulnerabilities associated with autism interact with the social dynamics of schools to 

produce cumulative harm.  

Autistic students’ communication differences, limited peer networks, and visible 

behavioural traits may make them targets for aggressive peers, while their social marginalization 

means they are less likely to have defenders or allies within the peer group. Schneider (2025), in 

an Ontario-based study of 412 caregivers, found that 37% of families reported their autistic child 

had experienced some form of school exclusion, including being sent home for minor incidents, 

excluded from field trips due to insufficient staff, or informally withdrawn by parents who could 

not find a safe or appropriate placement. The qualitative findings identified bullying and 

inadequate staff training as the primary contributors to exclusion. Parents described a pattern in 

which schools’ inability to understand and respond to their children’s needs led to escalating 

behavioural crises, which were then treated as evidence that the child could not manage in a 

mainstream setting. Some parents reported that their children were physically restrained or 

placed in seclusion as responses to behaviours that could have been prevented through 

environmental adjustments or proactive support. The study also found that greater parental 

satisfaction with the IEP process was associated with a significantly lower likelihood of school 

exclusion, suggesting that meaningful family involvement in educational planning may serve as 

a protective factor against the dynamics that lead to exclusion.  

The concept of the hidden curriculum provides a useful analytical framework for 

understanding how these environmental dynamics communicate expectations about behaviour 

and belonging. The hidden curriculum refers to the unwritten, implicit lessons that schools teach 
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through their routines, norms, and organizational structures, lessons about what counts as 

appropriate behaviour, how to interact socially, and what kinds of students are valued (Giroux, 

2024; Jackson, 1990). For autistic students, the hidden curriculum of mainstream schools may be 

particularly exclusionary because it relies on tacit social knowledge that autistic students may not 

intuitively possess or may process differently. Expectations such as raising your hand before 

speaking, maintaining eye contact during instruction, transitioning smoothly between activities, 

or reading the social cues of group work are rarely explicitly taught; they are assumed to be 

natural competencies that all students share. When autistic students do not meet these tacit 

expectations, their behaviour is often interpreted as intentional non-compliance or as evidence of 

deficit, rather than as a legitimate difference in how they navigate social and communicative 

demands.  

Douglas (2010) extends this analysis to the Ontario context, demonstrating how the 

Ontario's Provincial Code of Conduct (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2007; Policy/Program 

Memorandum No. 128) functions as a mechanism for defining and enforcing norms of 

citizenship within schools. The Code requires students to demonstrate “respect, responsibility, 

and safety” and mandates that school boards respond to infractions through progressive 

discipline. Douglas argues that many of the embodied differences associated with autism, such as 

intensity of focus, flapping hands, interruptions to the flow of school time, or a nonlinear 

relationship to scheduled activities, are “caught” within this regulatory framework and treated as 

behavioural infractions rather than as expressions of neurological difference. The consequence is 

that autistic students may be disciplined not for acts of aggression or defiance but for simply 

being autistic in a space that has not been designed to accommodate their ways of being. This 

dynamic illustrates how the hidden curriculum functions not merely as an absence of explicit 
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instruction but as an active force that shapes which students are positioned as compliant and 

which are positioned as problematic.  

Research on classroom climate and school culture further reveals that the conditions 

under which inclusion occurs vary considerably. Healy, Msetfi, and Gallagher (2013), in a study 

of autistic children’s experiences in physical education, found that students described PE as a 

space of both positive social connection and acute anxiety. Students valued the opportunity to 

interact with peers and develop friendships through shared physical activity, but they also 

described sensory challenges, fear of injury, and experiences of bullying and exclusion during PE 

sessions. This study illustrates a broader pattern in the literature: inclusive environments are not 

uniformly positive or negative, but are experienced as ambivalent spaces in which autistic 

students must constantly negotiate between the potential benefits of participation and the risks of 

sensory overload, social misunderstanding, or visible difference.  

The sources in this section collectively establish that the inclusive classroom is not a 

neutral space but one organized around particular assumptions about how students should move, 

communicate, and behave. Jackson (1990) and Giroux (2024) provide the theoretical foundation 

for understanding these assumptions as a form of curriculum in their own right, operating 

through the routines, spatial arrangements, and behavioural expectations that structure the school 

day rather than through explicit instruction. When those expectations are built around 

neurotypical norms, Humphrey and Lewis (2008) show that autistic students encounter an 

environment that implicitly signals their difference at every turn, regardless of whether any 

explicit act of exclusion takes place. The sensory intensity of mainstream school environments 

compounds this, contributing to anxiety and fatigue that are often misread as behavioural 

problems. Schneider (2025) demonstrates in the Ontario context that exclusion is frequently 
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precipitated not by students’ needs but by schools’ inability to respond to them, and Douglas 

(2010) shows how the provincial code of conduct further institutionalizes these dynamics by 

treating departures from behavioural norms as infractions. Taken together, these conditions mean 

that the inclusive classroom can function as a site of exclusion even when no one intends it to, 

and that the environment itself is actively shaping how autistic students experience their place 

within it. 

3.5 Student Identity, Belonging, and the Consequences of Stigma  

Schools are not only sites of academic instruction; they are sites of identity formation. 

Through their daily interactions with peers, teachers, curricula, and institutional norms, students 

develop understandings of who they are, what they are capable of, and where they belong. For 

autistic students, the messages communicated through inclusive education environments can be 

deeply contradictory. On one hand, inclusion signals a commitment to belonging and 

participation. On the other, the norms and expectations that structure inclusive classrooms may 

communicate, implicitly and repeatedly, that autistic ways of being are inadequate, inappropriate, 

or in need of correction.  

Humphrey and Lewis (2008) provide some of the most detailed evidence of how autistic 

students experience and internalize the identity messages communicated through schooling. 

Their study of secondary school students diagnosed with Asperger syndrome, a diagnosis now 

subsumed under Autism Spectrum Disorder in the DSM-5 (American Psychiatric Association, 

2022), revealed a sharp divergence in how students understood their diagnostic label and its 

implications for their identity. Some students described themselves using language drawn 

directly from deficit-based clinical frameworks, referring to themselves as having a "bad brain" 
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or a "mental syndrome," or as being "odd" or a "freak" (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008, pp. 30-32). 

For these students, the diagnostic label functioned not as a source of understanding or 

selfknowledge but as a marker of difference, confirming their perception that they were 

fundamentally different from their peers. Others, however, had developed a more integrated 

relationship with their diagnosis, describing it as part of who they were rather than as something 

wrong with them. One student remarked that without it, they would have been "a completely 

different person," and that the condition gave them "bonuses" alongside its challenges. Notably, 

the students who had arrived at this more affirming self-understanding consistently referenced 

the role of friendships and supportive peer relationships in facilitating their acceptance of 

themselves.  

The concept of masking, or camouflaging, has emerged as a central framework for 

understanding the identity costs of navigating neurotypical environments. Humphrey and Lewis 

(2008) document experiences of secondary school students with Autism who described 

suppressing aspects of themselves in order to avoid negative attention, a process one student 

encapsulated by saying, “Sometimes it’s like, make me normal.” (p. 23). These students were 

engaged in a continuous process of self-surveillance and self-modification, monitoring their 

behaviour, suppressing their natural responses, and performing a version of themselves they 

believed would be more acceptable to peers and teachers. This process is not a neutral adaptation 

strategy; it is a response to an environment that communicates, through its norms and 

expectations, that autistic ways of being are unacceptable. Recent research has linked sustained 

masking to significant mental health consequences, including anxiety, depression, burnout, and 

suicidal ideation (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Hull et al., 2017). Masking thus represents a 
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particularly concerning form of stigma: one that operates through the individual’s own labour of 

self-concealment, driven by the implicit messages of the environment.  

The question of disclosure adds further complexity to the identity dynamics autistic 

students navigate. Humphrey and Lewis (2008) found that students held divergent views on 

whether peers and teachers should be informed of their diagnosis. Some students resisted 

disclosure entirely, viewing it as a barrier to being treated normally. Others found that carefully 

managed disclosure led to increased understanding and support from peers. The disclosure 

dilemma reveals the double bind at the heart of inclusion as currently practiced: without 

disclosure, autistic students may be misunderstood, unsupported, and expected to meet norms 

they cannot easily fulfil; with disclosure, they risk being marked as different, subjected to 

lowered expectations, or targeted for bullying. Cappadocia et al. (2012) found that children 

whose autism was more visible through communication differences were at significantly higher 

risk of victimization, suggesting that visibility of difference itself functions as a risk factor within 

the social dynamics of schools.  

Belonging, as distinct from placement, has emerged as a critical concept in the inclusive 

education literature. Inclusion policy typically focuses on where students are educated, equating 

physical presence in a mainstream classroom with participation and equity. However, research 

suggests that for autistic students, physical placement does not guarantee a sense of belonging. 

Schneider (2025) found that parents distinguished sharply between integration and inclusion, 

with one parent stating that being integrated does not mean being included. Hasson et al. (2024) 

found an interesting paradox: the autistic children in their study, who had received early and 

sustained support, reported feeling supported and included at school, while the parents and 

teachers who had fought to secure that support described a system that was overwhelming, 
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inaccessible, and damaging to their own wellbeing. This finding suggests that belonging, when it 

does occur, is not necessarily produced by the system itself but by the extraordinary efforts of 

individuals working within and against its constraints.  

The consequences of unbelonging accumulate over time. Cappadocia et al. (2012) found 

that among children with autism who experienced bullying, 54% had been victimized for more 

than one year, with chronic victimization associated with elevated levels of anxiety, 

hyperactivity, and self-injurious behaviour. Weiss and Burnham Riosa (2015), in a study of youth 

with autism and intellectual disability, found that sociocommunicative difficulties and reduced 

school participation mediated the relationship between autism and lower reported thriving, 

suggesting that it is not autism itself but the social and institutional barriers associated with it that 

constrain positive development. The South Asian immigrant families studied by Shafi, 

Karunakaran, and Ahmad (2024) described how disability stigma within their communities 

intersected with systemic barriers in Canadian service and education systems, compounding the 

marginalization of their autistic children. These findings across different populations and 

contexts point to a common insight: the identities of autistic students are shaped not primarily by 

their neurological characteristics but by the social environments they inhabit and the messages 

those environments communicate about their worth, competence, and belonging.  

The research reviewed in this section suggests that autistic student identity is not a fixed 

or predetermined outcome of diagnosis. It is dynamically produced through interaction with 

environments that communicate expectations, confer or withhold recognition, and position 

students along spectrums of belonging and exclusion. The deficit-based framings that pervade 

clinical, educational, and popular discourses about autism provide the backdrop against which 

these identity negotiations occur, but they do not determine their outcomes. Students who 
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encounter supportive peers, affirming teachers, and environments that accommodate rather than 

pathologize difference are more likely to develop integrated and positive self-understandings. 

Students who encounter environments saturated with norms they cannot meet, support structures 

that mark them as other, and social dynamics that punish visibility of difference may be at risk of 

internalizing the deficit narratives that surround them.  

The literature reviewed across these sections reveals a complex and often contradictory 

picture of inclusive education for autistic students. While policy frameworks emphasize access 

and equity, the everyday realities of classroom practice, teacher preparation, school 

environments, and student experience suggest that inclusion frequently coexists with subtle and 

not-so-subtle forms of exclusion. Taken together, this body of research highlights that inclusion 

is shaped not only by individual attitudes or interventions, but by institutional structures, cultural 

assumptions, and relational dynamics that determine whether autistic students experience 

genuine belonging or merely physical placement.  
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS AND LITERATURE CRITIQUE  

The review of literature reveals several interconnected findings about how inclusive 

education operates for autistic students. Across multiple national contexts, the research 

demonstrates that inclusive education policy has expanded access to mainstream classrooms 

without correspondingly transforming the norms, expectations, and practices that structure those 

classrooms. Autistic students are increasingly present in general education settings, but the 

environments they enter remain organized around neurotypical standards of behaviour, 

communication, and social interaction (Douglas, 2010; Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011; Slee, 

2006). The result is a persistent tension between the promise of inclusion and its everyday reality, 

a tension that manifests in the experiences of teachers, in the design of school environments, and 

in the identity negotiations of autistic students themselves.  

A consistent finding across the literature is that teachers express commitment to inclusive 

education while simultaneously reporting that they lack the knowledge, training, and institutional 

support to implement it effectively. Studies from Ontario (Lindsay et al., 2013; Lindsay et al., 

2014), Ireland (Leonard & Smyth, 2022), Saudi Arabia (Alassaf, 2025), and the United Kingdom 

(Von Below et al., 2024) converge on this pattern. Teachers identify behaviour as one of their 

primary challenges, and in the absence of nuanced understanding of autism, they tend to interpret 

autistic behaviour through the lens of compliance and disruption. Von Below et al. (2024) 

captured this dynamic through the concept of the implied student: educators design their teaching 

around an assumed neurotypical learner, and when actual students do not match this assumption, 

the gap is experienced as a problem with the student rather than with the design. This finding is 

significant because it suggests that the barriers to meaningful inclusion are not primarily 
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attitudinal but structural. Teachers are not failing because they do not care; they are operating 

within systems that have not equipped them to do otherwise.  

The literature also reveals that school environments actively produce the conditions for 

exclusion through their physical, sensory, and social design. Humphrey and Lewis (2008) 

documented how the noise, crowding, and unpredictable transitions of mainstream schools 

created levels of stress that significantly impaired autistic students’ capacity to learn. Cappadocia 

et al. (2012) found that 77% of autistic children in their Canadian sample had been bullied within 

the past month, with communication differences and visible behavioural traits functioning as risk 

factors. Schneider (2025) found that 37% of Ontario families reported some form of school 

exclusion, including being sent home for minor incidents, excluded from field trips, or 

informally withdrawn by parents who could not find a safe placement. These are not isolated 

failures of individual schools; they reflect a systemic pattern in which environments built for 

neurotypical students produce predictable harms for those who do not fit the assumed norm. 

Douglas (2010) demonstrated that Ontario's Provincial Code of Conduct (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2007; Policy/Program Memorandum No. 128) and progressive discipline frameworks 

function as regulatory mechanisms that catch autistic embodied differences and treat them as 

behavioural infractions, making the school itself an active agent in the production of exclusion.  

Perhaps the most important finding to emerge from this review is that these structural and 

environmental dynamics have direct consequences for how autistic students understand 

themselves. Humphrey and Lewis (2008) documented a sharp divergence among students: some 

internalized deficit-based understandings, describing themselves as having a “bad brain” or being 

a “freak,” while others developed integrated self-understandings that recognized autism as part 

of who they were. The students who arrived at more affirming identities consistently referenced 
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supportive peer relationships and environments that did not punish their differences. The concept 

of masking reveals the cost of navigating environments that demand neurotypical performance: 

students who suppress their autistic traits in order to fit in experience anxiety, exhaustion, and 

erosion of self (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Hull et al., 2017). Schneider’s (2025) finding 

that parents distinguished sharply between integration and inclusion reinforces this point: 

physical presence in a classroom does not necessarily produce belonging;, and belonging, when 

it occurs, is often achieved despite the system rather than because of it (Hasson et al., 2024).  

The scholarship in this section establishes that autistic student identity is not determined 

by diagnosis but produced through sustained interaction with environments that confer or 

withhold recognition. Humphrey and Lewis (2008) provide detailed classroom-level evidence 

that autistic students in mainstream settings frequently develop strategies of concealment, 

suppressing their natural ways of engaging in order to approximate expectations they were not 

built for, and Cage and Troxell-Whitman (2019) and Hull et al. (2017) extend this analysis of 

masking to demonstrate its significant cumulative costs to mental health and self-concept. 

Cappadocia et al. (2012) and Weiss and Burnham Riosa (2015) connect peer victimization and 

social isolation to institutional and social conditions rather than to autism itself, and Schneider 

(2025) grounds the belonging-versus-placement distinction in the Ontario context specifically. 

Shafi et al. (2024) extend the frame to students navigating intersecting cultural stigmas in 

Canadian contexts, showing how race and immigration compound the marginalizing effects of an 

environment built for neurotypical students. Goffman’s (1963) concept of stigma provides the 

conceptual thread running through all of these accounts, illuminating how the management of 

difference in ordinary classroom interactions shapes not only how autistic students are perceived 

by others but how they come to perceive themselves. 
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While these findings are significant, the literature as a whole has not fully reckoned with 

their implications. The field remains heavily oriented toward interventions, accommodations, and 

measurable outcomes. A substantial portion of the research asks what strategies work for 

supporting autistic students, evaluating instructional approaches and behavioural interventions in 

terms of their effectiveness (Garrad et al., 2021; Harrower & Dunlap, 2001). This research is 

practically useful, but it operates within a logic that takes the existing structure of schooling as 

given and asks how autistic students can be made to fit within it. The normative assumptions that 

underpin classroom practice are treated as the stable backdrop against which interventions are 

measured rather than as themselves worthy of scrutiny. Behaviour and communication norms are 

overwhelmingly presented as natural and necessary rather than as socially constructed 

expectations that reflect neurotypical standards. When teachers report that managing behaviour is 

their primary challenge (Alassaf, 2025; Lindsay et al., 2013), the research typically interprets this 

as evidence that teachers need better training in behavioural management, not as a prompt to ask 

whose norms are being enforced and what is communicated to autistic students when their 

natural ways of being are framed as problems.  

Autistic student identity remains underexplored as a concern of inclusive education 

research. Humphrey and Lewis (2008), published nearly two decades ago, remains one of the 

few studies to centre autistic student perspectives on identity within inclusive schooling. More 

recent research has focused on academic achievement, social skills acquisition, or behavioural 

compliance rather than on the subjective processes through which students develop a sense of 

who they are. When identity does appear, it is often framed narrowly in terms of self-esteem or 

social comparison rather than examined as a dynamic process shaped by norms, expectations, 

and power relations. The concept of masking, while increasingly discussed in the clinical autism 
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literature (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Hull et al., 2017), has not been substantially 

integrated into educational research despite its clear relevance to understanding how inclusive 

environments shape autistic self-understanding.  

Underlying these gaps is a broader structural divide within the scholarship itself. Critical 

disability studies scholars have produced searching analyses of how disability is constructed 

through institutional practices, how normalization operates as a form of social control, and how 

inclusive education policy can reproduce the exclusions it claims to address (Baglieri et al., 

2011; Broderick & Ne’eman, 2008; Slee, 2006). This work offers the conceptual tools to 

interrogate what counts as appropriate behaviour and communication in classrooms, and to ask 

whose interests are served when particular ways of being are marked as deviant. However, much 

of this scholarship operates at a theoretical or policy level, engaging with the politics of inclusion 

without sustained attention to how these dynamics play out in the daily texture of classroom life; 

in how a teacher responds to stimming during a lesson, in what counts as participation during 

group work, or in how transition routines penalize students who process change differently. 

Conversely, the empirical research on inclusive classrooms documents these everyday practices 

in considerable detail. Studies of teacher attitudes, instructional strategies, and behavioural 

interventions (Garrad et al., 2021; Harrower & Dunlap, 2001; Lindsay et al., 2013) provide a rich 

picture of what happens when autistic students are placed in general education settings. Yet this 

body of work rarely subjects those practices to the kind of critical analysis that disability studies 

makes possible. Behaviour norms are treated as given, communication expectations go 

unquestioned, and the focus remains on how to help students adapt to existing structures rather 

than on whether those structures warrant scrutiny. These two conversations, one asking what 

inclusion should mean, the other asking how classrooms currently work, have developed largely 
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in parallel, and the space between them is precisely where the identity implications of everyday 

classroom practice remain under-theorized.  

This study addresses these gaps in the existing literature by treating classroom norms as 

objects of critical inquiry rather than as neutral givens, and by centering autistic student identity 

as the site where the effects of stigma are most deeply felt. By drawing together literature from 

inclusive education, disability studies, and autism research, and by engaging reflexively with 

lived experience in Ontario schools, the aim is to examine inclusion not as a policy achievement 

but as an ongoing, negotiated, and often contradictory experience.  
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

This paper set out to examine a central question: how do stigma and preconceived notions 

about behaviour and communication shape autistic student identity in inclusive classrooms? 

Throughout the analysis, the answer has emerged not as a single mechanism but as a set of 

interconnected dynamics operating across policy, classroom practice, and student experience. 

The analysis has argued that inclusion, as it is currently practiced in many educational contexts, 

does not simply fall short of its aspirations. It actively participates in producing the conditions 

under which autistic students are positioned as deficient, managed through compliance, and 

asked to perform a version of themselves that aligns with neurotypical expectations. This is not a 

failure of intention. It is a consequence of systems that have expanded access without 

interrogating the norms that structure participation.  

The literature reviewed here reveals a consistent pattern. Autistic students enter 

classrooms that were not designed for them. The diagnostic frameworks through which autism is 

understood emphasize deficit. The behavioural expectations that organize classroom life 

privilege neurotypical modes of communication and engagement. Teachers, despite genuine 

commitment to inclusion, often lack the preparation and institutional support to move beyond 

compliancebased responses. And the hidden curriculum of schools communicates, through 

routines, discipline, and social dynamics, which ways of being are valued and which are not. 

These are not isolated problems. They are interconnected features of an educational system in 

which the language of inclusion coexists with practices of normalization.  

What this analysis foregrounds is that the consequences of these dynamics are not only 

structural or pedagogical. They are personal. Autistic students are not passively shaped by the 
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environments they inhabit; they are actively interpreting the messages those environments send. 

Some internalize deficit narratives, coming to see themselves through the pathologizing language 

of diagnosis. Others engage in masking, suppressing their natural ways of being at significant 

cost to their mental health and sense of self. Still others, often with the support of affirming 

relationships, develop self-understandings that recognize autism as an integral part of who they 

are. The difference between these outcomes is not determined by the characteristics of the 

student. It is shaped by the quality of the environment and the messages it communicates about 

worth, competence, and belonging.  

The contribution of this work lies in bringing these dynamics into a single analytical 

frame. By drawing together critical disability studies, classroom-level research, and reflexive 

engagement with the Ontario education system, the paper treats behaviour and communication 

norms not as neutral features of schooling but as sites where stigma is produced and identity is 

negotiated. This reframing carries implications for practice. It suggests that meaningful inclusion 

requires more than accommodating individual students within existing structures. It requires 

examining the structures themselves, asking whose norms define appropriate participation, and 

recognizing that when those norms go unquestioned, they function as mechanisms of exclusion 

regardless of the inclusive language that surrounds them.  

Several recommendations for practice follow from this analysis. First, educators and 

schools need to move beyond compliance-based expectations that require autistic students to 

perform neurotypicality as a condition of belonging. This means creating classroom cultures in 

which diverse ways of communicating, processing, and engaging are recognized as legitimate 

forms of participation rather than as behaviours to be corrected. When a student calls out an 

answer instead of raising a hand, or processes a transition differently than peers, the question 
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should not be how to enforce the norm but whether the norm itself serves the learning of all 

students. Second, schools need to attend critically to the hidden curriculum and examine what 

tacit expectations are communicated through classroom routines, disciplinary practices, and 

assessment structures. The analysis presented here, including the reflexive examples drawn from 

Ontario schools, suggests that much of the stigma autistic students encounter operates not 

through overt exclusion but through the quiet, routine enforcement of behavioural standards that 

were never designed with neurodivergent students in mind. Third, accommodations, while 

necessary, are insufficient if they continue to position the individual student as the site of the 

problem rather than interrogating the environment that produced the mismatch. A shift from 

accommodation to environmental redesign would ask not only what a particular student needs in 

order to cope with the classroom, but what the classroom itself needs to change in order to be 

genuinely inclusive. Fourth, professional development for teachers should move beyond training 

in behavioural strategies and toward developing the critical awareness to examine their own 

assumptions about what appropriate student behaviour looks like and whose interests those 

assumptions serve. The literature reviewed here consistently shows that teachers are committed 

to inclusion but are operating within systems that have not equipped them to question the norms 

they are asked to enforce. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, inclusive education must centre 

autistic student identity as a legitimate concern. If the literature demonstrates anything, it is that 

autistic students are actively navigating, interpreting, and internalizing the messages their school 

environments communicate about who they are. Inclusive education that takes identity seriously 

would prioritize belonging over compliance, affirm neurodivergent ways of being rather than 

seeking to normalize them, and create conditions in which autistic students can develop 

selfunderstanding on their own terms rather than through the lens of deficit.  
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Several directions for future research also follow from this analysis. Studies that centre 

the voices of autistic students as they experience inclusive classrooms in real time would extend 

the work begun by Humphrey and Lewis (2008) and address the significant gap in research that 

treats autistic identity as a dynamic, ongoing process rather than a fixed outcome. Research 

examining the hidden curriculum of specific classroom practices, including how behavioural 

expectations are communicated and how assessment norms shape students' sense of competence, 

would ground these theoretical arguments in observable dynamics. Comparative research across 

school contexts, particularly those that have adopted neurodiversity-affirming approaches, could 

illuminate what inclusive education looks like when it takes autistic identity seriously.  

Inclusive education remains a necessary commitment, and this paper does not argue 

otherwise. But the analysis presented here suggests that inclusion without attention to the norms 

that shape everyday classroom life risks becoming a form of containment rather than belonging. 

When autistic students are asked to suppress who they are as a condition of participation, the 

classroom is not inclusive in any meaningful sense. The work ahead is not simply to place 

autistic students in mainstream settings but to build educational environments in which autistic 

ways of being are understood as legitimate, where identity is not something students must hide in 

order to survive school, and where belonging does not come at the cost of self.  
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