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Effective or Affective
Practices for Inclusion

Carol-Ann O’Síoráin PhD



Aim of this 
presentation
• Challenge colleagues and fellow academics 
to consider whether 'inclusion' of children with 
autism and intellectual disability in 
mainstream education in Irish primary schools 
is creating exclusion and generating new 
vulnerabilities for these children

• We need to question our practices and keep 
seeking to find the truth in how we support 
children with autism

• We need to look at our pedagogical 
approaches to inclusion, inclusive play and to 
explore how they can think, plan and act 
inclusively of all children and learners



The Research Project

• This paper emerges from a larger 
qualitative, case study on the literacy 
practices of children (n-35) aged 6-10 years 
with autism, their parents (n-34) and their 
teachers (n-14). Observations (63) of 
classroom practice and interviews (45) provide 
evidence of inclusion and pedagogical 
practices within these specific classrooms.



Inclusion: EPSEN 
(2004)and UNCRPD

• A fundamental aspect of the UNCRPD is the 
development of a respectful, inclusive education for 
people with disabilities among their non-disabled peers. 

• Ireland, while late to the notion of inclusive education, 
is working towards and has legislated for (EPSEN Act, 
2004) a concept of inclusion in education. 

• The question of who needs ‘special’ education within 
an ‘inclusive’ setting has come to the fore highlighted by 
the education needs of children with autism.

• 82% of special education provision is specific to autism 
support, yet we still have insufficient places within the 
mainstream (1500 classrooms)



Rights Based Agenda: 
UNCRPD and UNCRC
• UNCRPD Article 24 (1) b. The development by persons with disabilities of 

their personality, talents and creativity, as well as their mental and physical 
abilities, to their fullest potential

• UNCRC - 25 years on… is it time to reflect??
• Article 31 - The Right to Play 

• To engage in play, recreation and leisure

• Autism and Play – Play as a support to learning 
• Jordan & Libby (2012, pp.25) Play is rarely referred to as a pedagogic tool, limited value 

placed on play versus other pursuits such as ‘work’
• Conn (2016) Focus is on pretend play but other forms are over-looked
• Jordan & Libby (2012, pp.36) adamant that play ‘can be a valuable part of the curriculum for 

pupils with autism’
• Aistear framework – poorly understood and not embraced in autism teaching and learning



Are we (IRE) do 
the ‘right 
thing’ or doing 
things right? 

• What constitutes inclusion for children with 
autism in our mainstream primary school 
system? 

• Dillenburger (2012) ‘Why re-invent the wheel?’

• having the same educational experiences 
as non-disabled peers

• having access to an authentic and 
appropriate curriculum

• connecting and belonging to your peers in 
a culturally and socially respectful manner

• O’Síoráin, C. A., McGuckin, C., & Shevlin, M. 
(2018) and Goodall, C. (2018) all draw 
attention to pedagogical practice for 
effective teaching, learning and inclusion

• So, is this ideology of inclusion being achieved 
or do we need to ‘reinvent the wheel’?



What are the design structures of Inclusion? UDL



Design 
structures and 
the 'affect' 
of exclusion?

Introspection

From an initial exploration of the term ‘inclusive 
environment’ it leads us to think that an ‘inclusive 
environment’ is purely a matter of architecture

• 6/7 schools within this project demonstrate how the architecture of the 
buildings can create and embed exclusionary practices and generate 
other social vulnerabilities for these children

Banks & McCoy (2017) - 50% lack of mobility from special 
education classrooms = a lack of engagement with peers

• So where is play and learning through play?

Is this ‘containment’?

Is this what Imrie and Kumar (1998) term ‘apartheid by 
design’? (cited in Mitchell, 2014, pp.238)



How do Children with Autism Benefit from Education?

Evidence from Research and observations









Effective or 
Affective? The 
findings

• Segregation remains a significant issue 
for a significant proportion of the pupils 
with autism in mainstream education.

• The findings indicate clearly that the 
structure of the classrooms and 
positioning of the units happen before 
the enrolment of the pupils and 
therefore set in motion a persistent 
negative expectation for problematic 
behaviours associated with autism 
traits.

• The needs of learners with autism is 
not articulated in some of the design 
structures of these classrooms.



• Findings correlate with research by Imrie and 
Kumar (1998, p. 363/5) that this type of placement 
is ‘perpetuating the concept’ that ‘being different’ 
aligns with being ‘unable’ and therefore requires a 
differently built environment. While children with 
autism may have specific challenges, such as 
sensory issues, it surely doesn’t warrant ‘back door 
treatment’?

• Evidence within the settings suggests 'ethical 
sinkholes' are created when little 
introspection occurs on ideology of inclusion and 
the practice of inclusion.

• It is well established that providing an inclusive 
learning experience for learners with SEN 
is challenging and consideration of capacity within 
staff is an important feature. Where inclusion was 
effective it was evidenced that there was a 
transformative and transactional leaders at 
the helm.



Play: effective or affective?

• Little evidence of structured play 
as a teaching and learning 
strategy

• Play is poorly positioned

• Mesibov et al. (2016) caution 
'solitary wandering' leads to 
distress

• When play was evident it was 
relational, reciprocal and 
demonstrated key language skills

• Playful Pedagogues?

• 14 teachers were observed in 
practice – non presented as play 
partners

• Conn (2016) Play = 
communication and social 
attunement

• A happy note! The role of the 
SNA



Thank You

O’Síoráin, C. A., & Shevlin, M. (2019) Education 
Matters (Forthcoming)


