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There is a rise of inclusion of students with autism in mainstream classrooms (DFE, 2010), 
creating the need for classroom management strategies that can help them engage in classroom 
social interactions. Many of these students are considered to have a ‘high-functioning autism’, 
because they do not show significant cognitive or language delays (Waddington & Reed, 2017). 
Due to these characteristics students with autism are often thought to be the perfect candidates 
for inclusion and it is sometimes assumed that they do no face any difficulty with coping with the 
school environment. However, despite being academically capable of functioning in classrooms, 
students with autism sometimes achieve outcomes below their level of intellectual functioning and 
often experience negative social experiences in mainstream educational contexts (Howlin, 2005; 
Humphrey & Symes, 2011). These experiences include isolation in the classroom, rejection by 
their peers, bullying, frustration when misunderstanding class activities due to complicated 
directions and sensory overload, having fewer friends, and engaging less in social exchanges 
than their peers (Betts, Betts, & Gerber-Eckard, 2007; Choi & Nieminen, 2008; Pisula & 
Łukowska, 2012). 

 
It is important to take into consideration 

that it has been identified that these students, as 
other individuals in the autism spectrum, have 
different ways of learning, understanding and 
communicating, and that social interactions can 
be challenging for them (e.g., Baron-Cohen, 2017; 
Norbury, 2013). Students with autism process 
information in a piecemeal fashion, prefer 
precision, structure and routines, benefit from 
explicit instruction and direction, and have sensory 
hypersensitivities. They can also express 
themselves in unusual manners (e.g., repeating 
words someone else said or using idiosyncratic 
words) which hinder others’ comprehension of 
their utterances, and have difficulties 
understanding metaphorical language. It could be 
argued that, considering these characteristics, the 
school environment is not always ideal for these 
students. Mainstream classrooms often have 
unpredictable activities, unwritten behaviour rules 
and task indications, large groups with excessive 
noise, distractors, and tight work schedules 
(Baron-Cohen, 2010; Betts et al., 2007). This kind of educational environments do not seem to 
be providing equitable opportunities to these students to participate in class activities. In addition, 
as Saggers, Hwang and Mercer (2011) report, these students frequently feel different from their 
peers and are aware that it is difficult for them to understand the intention of their peers (e.g., 
distinguishing verbal teasing from an attempt to develop friendship). The latter negatively 
influences their experience in school and can also have an effect on their participation in class.  

Figure 1. The characteristics of the school environment and 
the characteristics of students with autism both influence 
the inclusion of these students 



Considering the difficulties that students 
with autism face when coping with the social 
environment in schools, I suggest that there is a 
need to develop a better understanding of how they 
can be supported during class activities that involve 
social interactions with their peers and teachers. 
From a pragmatic perspective, this understanding 
can then lead to the development of adjusted 
teaching strategies that take into consideration 
these students’ communicative characteristics 
(including their strengths and difficulties). The 
strategies would help to make class discussions 
understandable for students with autism and could 
promote their participation in them. The latter is 
particularly relevant because most of the teaching 
in classrooms is done through talk. At the same 
time, as Moore (2016) describes in a report from 
UK’s National Autistic Society, students with autism 

identify a need for help in schools to understand social situations and how to get on with people. 
 

Empirical research on classroom talk shows that the participation of students in 
‘classroom dialogue’, which involves exchanges of ideas, scaffolding among peers, and co-
construction of meaning, is specially associated with effective learning for students and 
improvements in critical thinking (Howe & Abedin, 2013; Wells & Mejia-Arauz, 2006). This 
classroom dialogue is particularly promoted in ‘dialogic forms of teaching’, which focuses on the 
quality, dynamics and content of talk, structuring it to encourage student participation in learning 
activities (Alexander, 2008; Hennessy, Dragovic, & Warwick, 2017).   

 
Alexander (2008) described this form 

of teaching with five principles.  
1) Collective: teachers and students carry 
out the class tasks together 
2) Reciprocal: teachers and students share 
ideas and consider alternative views  
3) Supportive: a safe environment is created 
in which students express their ideas freely 
4) Cumulative: teachers and students build 
on the ideas of others and their own 
5) Purposeful: specific goals are delimited 
and are shared by the whole group  
 

In dialogic teaching, education is 
envisioned as a dialogic process that is 
enrich by both students and teachers, 
allowing students to influence the course of 
action in their classroom (Davies, Kiemer, & 
Meissel, 2017; Sedova, Salamounova, & 
Svaricek, 2014).  

 

I suggest that this form of teaching can be beneficial for students with autism because it 
involves the establishment of communication rules that are made explicit, providing guidelines of 
how to interact with others. The class goals, concepts and procedures are also made explicit 
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Figure 2. Aims of PhD research project on adjusting 
classroom dialogue to the needs of children with autism 

Figure 3. Alexander's (2008) five principles of dialogic teaching and 
descriptions by Davies, Kiemer and Meissel (2017) and Sedlacek and 
Sedova (2017) of a dialogic pedagogy 

 of a dialogic pedagogy 



making them all easier to understand. This would also provide the students with autism with a 
social environment in which they can practice positive social interactions and express their ideas 
freely. In addition, this vision could facilitate teachers’ acceptance of autistic students’ differences 
(in communication and thinking) as voices that can also contribute to classroom discussions, and 
that do not need to be eliminated.  

 
 However, this form of teaching has 
not been adapted previously to different 
forms of communication and learning, like 
the ones associated with autism. For this 
reason, I am interested in studying as part 
of my PhD research project how this form 
of teaching can be adjusted to the 
communicative characteristics of students 
with autism. In particular, I aim to develop 
teaching strategies that can be used in 
different classrooms and can be adjusted 
to the different needs that different children 
with autism might have. I will develop these 
strategies based on current literature on 
dialogic teaching and practices that have 
evidence of being effective to support 
students with autism in different areas in 
school (e.g., academically and socially). I 
will also collaborate with primary teachers 
and consult the opinion of students with 
autism and their parents throughout the 
development of the strategies. I consider 

that, in order to develop actually relevant teaching strategies that address the issues that teachers 
and students identify as important, it is crucial to incorporate their voices in the development 
process and maintain an open dialogue with them (carrying out research with them). Another 
important aspect of this project will involve an iterative trial and assessment of the adjusted 
teaching strategies in classrooms that include students with autism. The adjusted teaching 
strategies will be constantly refined based on the observation of classroom interactions that take 
place while teachers’ use of these strategies and on the joint analysis of the classroom dialogue 
with these teachers to meet the needs of their students.  
 

To conclude, I believe that adopting a dialogic approach to inclusion, accepting differences 
and building upon them is not only useful in educational contexts but also in society as a whole. 
There is a need to change the way we understand the inclusion of individuals with autism, being 
open to difference, and to develop clear strategies that can help us adjust our social interactions 
to make them more comprehensible for them (Trigo, 2018). 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 4. Elements that will be taken into consideration to design 
adjusted teaching strategies in the PhD project 
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