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This study focuses on the situation and social conditions in school for primary and 

secondary school students with ASD in mainstream schools in Mainland China. Based 

on the current situation in China, although compulsory education has been popularized 

at an early stage, under the system of examination-oriented education, the distribution 

of educational resources is very uneven. Searches for published journals and articles 

with relevant program for children with ASD have been carried through several data-

bases, and six articles are included as results. Few relevant studies concerning the cur-

rent situation in mainland China exist. The social condition and school situation of 

children with ASD is complex and vary between environments. Thus it is hard to de-

termine what education mode that is the most appropriate for children with ASD as 

well as the support they need. Limitation of the study and future research is also dis-

cussed in the thesis. 

Keywords: Children, ASD, Education status, Social support 

Postal address 

Högskolan för lärande 

och kommunikation (HLK) 

Box 1026 

551 11 JÖNKÖPING 

Street address 

Gjuterigatan 5 

Telephone 

036–101000  

Fax 

036162585 



 

 

Table of Content 

1. Introduction ............................................................................................................................1 

2. Background ............................................................................................................................1 

2.1 Education of children with mild intellectual disabilities in Sweden ....................................2 

2.2 Situation of children with ASD in mainland China .............................................................3 

2.3 Education system of China ..................................................................................................4 

2.4 One – child policy and tradition ...........................................................................................5 

2.5 Students with ASD in main stream school in China ............................................................5 

2.6 Gap of knowledge and social awareness ..............................................................................7 

3. Aim .........................................................................................................................................9 

4. Method .................................................................................................................................10 

4.1 Systematic literature review ...............................................................................................10 

4.2 Search strategy and selection criteria .................................................................................10 

4.3 Inclusion and exclusion criteria .........................................................................................11 

4.4 Studies selection .................................................................................................................12 

4.5 Data extraction ...................................................................................................................15 

4.6 Quality assessment .............................................................................................................15 

4.7 Data analysis ......................................................................................................................15 

5. Results ..................................................................................................................................16 

5.1 Overview of results ............................................................................................................16 

5.2 Participant Group of selection studies ...............................................................................17 

5.3 Education placement of children with ASD ......................................................................17 

5.4 Study situation in mainstream/regular schools & special schools .....................................18 



 

 

5.5 Support from different aspects ...........................................................................................20 

6. Discussion ............................................................................................................................23 

6.1 Summary of findings ..........................................................................................................23 

6.2 Challenge of ASD diagnosis ..............................................................................................23 

6.3 Mainstream schools education ...........................................................................................24 

6.4 Special school education ....................................................................................................25 

6.5 Children stay at home ........................................................................................................25 

6.6 Social support .....................................................................................................................26 

6.7 Limitation and further research ..........................................................................................27 

6.8 Ethical consideration ..........................................................................................................28 

7. Conclusion ...........................................................................................................................29 

References ............................................................................................................................... 30 

Appendix 1............................................................................................................................... 34 

Appendix 2............................................................................................................................... 35 



 

1 

 

1 Introduction 

Since the Reform and Opening-up policy was introduced in late 1970s, an increased social 

attention to the education of children with special needs began to occur in China (Huang & 

Wheeler, 2007).The provision of support to children in needs of special support has had a fast 

development. However, education for children with developmental disabilities, especially au-

tism, is still facing great challenges. Thesis challenges become even more challenging when 

we consider the huge population in mainland China. 

Autism spectrum disorders, known as ASD, is a general term used to described people with 

developmental disability characterized by social interaction difficulties, communication im-

pairments alongside with repetitive and stereotyped behavioural problems as well as narrow 

interests (DSM-IV, 1994). The impairments are present during the life – course and it have 

significant effects on these individuals and their families in both functional and financial as-

pects. At first, the prevalence estimate of ASD was described by Leo Kanner (1943), he pre-

sented that 4.1 of every 10000 individuals in the UK had ASD. However, the prevalence has 

continued to rise in the past decades, due to improved awareness and recognitions, changes in 

diagnosis, and younger age of diagnosis. Hence, nowadays, the median global prevalence es-

timate of ASD is 0.62% - 0.7% worldwide (Elsabbagh et al., 2012), and it means millions of 

people are living at various levels of functioning of ASD worldwide. 

Although the prevalence of ASD differs from different nations and research on prevalence of 

ASD in mainland China is still lacking, the median prevalence of ASD is also applicable in 

China. A review (Sun & Allison, 2009) reported that prevalence estimates for Childhood 

ASD in mainland China were much lower, with a population of 1.38 billion in China, there 

are likely approximately 8.56 – 9.67 million individuals who suffer ASD and require support. 

Furthermore, about 1/3 children with ASD suffer from an intellectual disability (Christensen 

et al., 2016), among them, boys’ have a higher prevalence rate than girls, around 1/4-1/5 

(Baron-Cohen et al., 2009). Due to the resources to conduct a national investigation on the 

prevalence of ASD are limited in developing countries in Asia (Khaiman et al., 2015), China 

is one of example and it is reasonable to estimate that part of individuals with ASD have not 

yet been identified or diagnosed properly. Mainland China faces a great challenge in research 

on ASD. 
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2 Background 

Under the influence of inclusive education, every child has the right to receive education. 

Therefore, the families having children with ASD have the right to the social and educational 

services needed to provide help to their children in mainstream education. However, a risk of 

not receiving the necessary support from the society for their children to attend main stream 

school may be present. 

2.1 Education of children with mild disabilities in Sweden 

Considering the western countries have more developed social welfare and support system. 

Children with ASD in developed countries are well cared and receive not only financial sup-

port but also receive mainstream education situation as common way. 

In a Swedish study (Olsson et al., 2014), it is mentioned that in Sweden the majority of pupils 

with a disability in Sweden are educated in mainstream settings except children with intellec-

tual disabilities (Michailakis and Reich, 2009). According to Swedish law, children with intel-

lectual disabilities will be educated according to the curriculum for mainstream compulsory 

school, but once they are assessed as unable to achieve the appropriate educational goals be-

cause of the intellectual disabilities, they have the right to be enrolled into a special compulso-

ry school for pupils with intellectual disabilities (SFS 2010:800). These classes are almost ex-

clusively situated within a mainstream school. 

Obviously, it is common in Sweden that children with intellectual disabilities will go to main-

stream schools as long as they achieve the educational goals of schools, and children will be 

enrolled into special schools when they cannot doing so. However, these special schools are 

geographically situated in mainstream schools which could be seen as one form of integration 

although not inclusion. Many children with high functioning autism attend main stream clas-

ses.  

In China the number of children included in main stream schools is probably still relatively 

low, mainstream education in China is still developing and faces a lot challenges to become 

appropriate education mode for children with ASD. 
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2.2 The situation for children with ASD in mainland China 

The first case of autism was diagnosed more than 70 years ago in western countries, while 

China’s first official diagnosis of autism was set almost 40 years later (McCabe, 2008). From 

then on, the number of children with autism that have been identified has gradually increased, 

and recently, the number of children with autism dramatically raised in every province in 

mainland China. In the United States, prevalence studies now put the prevalence of autism at 

near 1 in 100 (CDC, 2010), although prevalence studies in China have found a lower percent-

age rate than in the US, high quality sampling studies are still needed (Wei, 2010). Neverthe-

less, considering the large population number of China, there are at least 18 million individu-

als with autism (Gu, 2007). According to Report on the development of China’s autism educa-

tion and rehabilitation, II (2017), an estimated number showed that over 20 million people in 

China are living with different level of autism, and among them at least 2 million are children. 

Compared with children with ASD in developed countries, children with ASD in China are 

not as fortunate in terms of getting diagnosis, interventions, inclusion, and legal protection, 

and their families receive fewer resources and support from society (Su, et al., 2013). Unfor-

tunately, many children with ASD in China are undiagnosed for several years or the diagnosis 

will never occur due to the undeveloped medical system (Jiu et al., 2004). 

China does not have law that mandate that children with ASD must be provided with evi-

dence-based early intervention services (Song et al., 2013). 

According to report from China Disabled Persons’ Federation (2011), ASD children can be 

provided with governmental financial support. In 2010, 50 children with autism who were liv-

ing in low – income families received financial support in Hunan province, and in Jiangxi 

province, the local government granted every center with 80,000 RMB (equally £8000 in 

2011) support. In Hubei Province, the local disabled federation supported children with au-

tism about 500RMB (£50) each per year as an allowance. In Jiangsu province, since 2007, the 

provincial financial department had distributed an allowance of 12,000RMB (£1200) annually 

to each child with ASD in low income families. And in Fujian province, since 2010 provincial 

government began to support children with autism attending their identified rehabilitation 

centres with 5000RMB (£500) per child per year, and 20 rehabilitation centres were also re-

ceived support by governments. The reports do not present such information about the whole 

mainland country. 
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According to a study by Xiong’s (Xiong et al., 2011), concerning three service domains, re-

habilitation, education and medical, the average annual costs for those services per child with 

autism is £2939.3. And the amount rise to £4099.8 if basic living expenses also were consid-

ered. However, the average annual income of each family was only £2056.9. Hence, one nor-

mal family is facing amount of £2042.9 as a financial burden for raising a child with autism, 

annually. Thus it can be seen that to implement interventions or to manage a special education 

/ class program for a child with ASD remains highly impossible for a normal family, just in 

economic level. Besides, some parents have very limited knowledge about ASD. 

2.3 Education system of China 

Although the tradition of valuing education from a Confucian perspective have been 

acknowledged in the very long civilized history of China, systematic education was not estab-

lished until the western culture began to influence China. Due to the adverse economic condi-

tions, as well as the political environment, the modern system of education from preschool to 

high school was formed around 1980s. Since then, following the policy of Reform & Open-

ing-up, China has been moving toward the goals of effective inclusive education in response 

to global trends (Deng et al,. 2001). Basic education in China now spans 12 years, including 

three level, six years of primary education, and three years of junior education and three years 

of high-school education. According to the Compulsory Education Law of the PRC, the first 

nine years is compulsory education, which means both parents and local government must 

guarantee that children receive nine years of education (NPC, 2006). Under such circum-

stance, rapid economic development shows that educational resources are more abundant, but 

it also represents an uneven distribution from rural to urban area in different provinces (Cortes, 

2008). The conflict between a large population base and limited educational resources have 

lead to that examinations have become a method of selection, and the filter condition is not 

only pass the exams but also obtain as the highest grades as possible, therefore, students’ pur-

pose of study in school and every activity they participate in this education system, revolves 

around achieving better results in graduation examinations. As for schools, the more students 

who obtain higher grades in graduation exam the higher a school’s reputation (Hu & West, 

2015). Since the scores are so crucial it lead to the final consequences, then parents firmly be-

lieve that education is of such importance that it can determine the children’s future (Lu et al., 

2007). Such exam-oriented education system represents endless practice and a great learning 

pressure. 
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2.4 One – child policy and tradition 

In the early 1970s, the implementation nationwide of the one-child policy guaranteed a con-

tinuation of the decline in China's fertility rate. By 1990s, the percentage of all births that 

were one child births has exceeded to nearly 90% (Feng, et al., 2014). 

In China, the cultural preference of having a male child is well documented. It leads to sex-

selective abortion and an excess of male births just as in other Asian countries (Hesketh, 

2006). According to the traditional cultures, sons will continue the blood of the families, and 

Chinese parents are seriously convinced by such traditions. In order to not cause the sex ratio 

into an imbalanced situation, in the mid-1980s, the government adjusted slightly the family 

planning policy by allowing couples in rural areas whose firstborn children were girls to have 

an additional child (Feng, et al., 2014). However, it was only for rural areas, as for urban areas, 

the proportion of one – child families is quite large. The generation of these one – child fami-

lies has had a tremendous influence on Chinese society, especially in urban area, and it as 

well as brought social problems. 

Driven by traditional ideas, Chinese parents are more committed to the only child, and they 

have invested a lot of energy and financial resources in their children's learning ability and 

intellectual development. Due to having only one child, parents sometimes expect too much 

from their children. Concerning children with ASD, most parents hope their children will out-

grow their problems and be excellent students just as others in the same age (Huang et al., 

2013).  

2.5 Students with ASD in mainstream school in China 

In the late 1970s, due to economic and social reforms, the equal rights of individuals with dis-

abilities were addressed, and special schools for children with mental retardation, visual and 

hearing impairments were established in major cities in China (Chen, 1997). The first official 

law that guaranteed children with disabilities the right for studying appeared in 1986, and 

many special schools were set up by local governments for providing students who were blind, 

deaf and some with cognitive disabilities (NPC, 1986). Although the policies did not mandate 

the education to be provided to all children, the policies still do encourage local governments 

to provide compulsory education to children with or without disabilities (McCabe, 2003). In 

1990, new policies were established named “Regulations on Education for Persons with Dis-
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abilities” (State Council, 1994), it emphasised the provision of the compulsory 9 years of ed-

ucation to children with disabilities, including giving supports to schools, social groups, fami-

lies and fields of society. However, in these policies, education for children with autism or 

severe disabilities was not mentioned. As it was mentioned above, China did not consider 

ASD a form of disability until 2006, and there is no explicit legal protection for children with 

ASD to have equal education (Wang, 2009). Autism is somehow ignored. 

In 1987, statistics from the National Survey on the Status of Disabilities showed that only 55% 

of school-age children with disabilities were in school. The national enrolment rate for chil-

dren without disabilities was much higher, 97% (McCabe, 2003). Based on the Compulsory 

Education Law, the 9 years of education was promoted by government afterwards, hence 

“suiban jiudu” known as study in regular classroom, supposed to be better for children with 

disabilities with different severity (Chen, 1997). As mentioned, because of the high costs for 

special education / class program, few families are able to afford them as a long-term inter-

vention. It has prompted that the primary treatment providers for their children are neither 

well-trained nor professional. Meanwhile, under unfortunate circumstances, parents have dif-

ficulties to receive adequate training about how to care for their children with ASD (Lu & 

Gao, 2005; Zeng et al., 2004). Thereby, studying in regular schools remains as the most man-

ageable solution. Its goal is to increase school enrolment and retention of children with disa-

bilities nationwide, and it is good for these children to receive general education. Since the 

population is huge and the education resource is inequality distributed, quantity (number of 

students attending school) rather than quality (appropriate education) is considered as more 

important in China (Hu & West, 2007). However, this strategy does not guarantee an appro-

priate education for children with disabilities, nor does it require parental involvement (Deng 

& Manset, 2000). In addition, teachers don’t have special education teaching skills to teach 

children with disabilities, especially regarding children with autism. 

Most children with ASD receive their education at home or go to special schools, as they are 

not so welcomed in schools for typically developing children. Due to the lack of knowledge 

of autism, they are not prioritized by schools and other children’s parents fear that they may 

interrupt the educational procedure of other students (Gao, 2005). Besides, special schools are 

for children with mental illness, which is not an option for children with high – functioning 

autism. Nevertheless, suiban jiudu is acceptable in the current situation of China, but merely 

from a theoretical perspective. 
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2.6 Gap of knowledge and social awareness 

Due to the lack of knowledge and awareness, in Mainland China, ASD has been misunder-

stood for years and has been thought as a rare illness that is contracted by relatively few indi-

viduals (Huang & Wheeler, 2007). As mentioned, China did not consider ASD a form of dis-

ability until 2006, and there is no explicit legal protection for children with ASD to have 

equal education (Wang, 2009). 

The most effective interventions and support so far are behavioural and educational, and 

drugs have had only a minor role so far (Lai et al., 2014). However, based on the situation in 

China at the moment, the support and intervention in mainland China to children with ASD is 

still focus on education rather than their behavioural intervention and social support. 

Educations of children with special needs are becoming increasingly attractive by school and 

researchers, and an analysis of autism related literature in China from 2000 to 2015 shows 

that the research focuses mainly on social life, clinical medicine, theoretical research and in-

tervention research. Somehow, these fields of clinical and theoretical seem to be professional-

ly oriented rather than to be known for public. During searching “autism” as the title or key-

words, there were only 6230 articles in the CNKI database, which is quite few, and they are 

probably too professional to draw public’s attention. Among them, there are only 49 articles 

on family needs and social support for autistic children, accounting for 1.39%. 

People’s awareness and understanding of autism remains low, by 2005, less than 30 hospitals 

in the entire country could diagnose autism (de Clerck, 2006). Considering the lack of 

knowledge of autism, and although attitudes in China toward people with disabilities have 

improved recently years, it does not exclude that there still are some negative cultural stigma 

against people with disabilities (Hu, 2010), especially developmental disabilities. It reported 

that 75.9% of children were correctly diagnosed with autism initially while 24.1% were first 

misdiagnosed as other mental conditions. Prior to their children receiving a diagnosis of au-

tism, 75.6% of parents had no knowledge about autism (China Disabled Persons’ Federation, 

2011). 

According to Gray (1998), approximately 75% of children with autism also suffer cognitive 

impairments, and students who suffer such impairments usually will be considered as having 

intellectual disability and will go to special schools, due to the regular schools cannot fulfil 
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the needs of these children. However, for children with high-functioning autism or students 

without cognitive and language delay, special schools have no ability to educate them, be-

cause specials schools were established for children with physical, visual, hearing, and 

speech-related disabilities, as well as moderate cognitive impairments (Huang & Wheeler, 

2007). Thus, people have very limited awareness about autism and what kind of education 

that is suited for children with autism of different severity. 

Because of the lack of understanding of atypical human development and cultural barriers in 

China, parents tend to feel shameful of having a child with special needs such as ASD. The 

best way for them to cover such facts is to hide their children from the public (Huang et al., 

2013). And as it mentioned before, if some children, like high – functioning ASD, who with 

normal or near normal intelligence, while he/she displaying serious behavioural challenges in 

schools are usually regarded as “naughty”, “having bad parenting experiences” or “unusual 

personalities”, rather than being referred to as having disability. 

As mentioned above, support to children with ASD is not easy to provide, it is not only be-

cause of lacking relevant social services in the society but also due to the lack of knowledge 

and awareness of ASD caused misconception and misunderstanding of ASD, therefore, there 

has been limited policy or legislation to support either educational research or practices in-

volving children with ASD (Huang et al., 2013). Consequentially, education and financial 

support become priority needs of families have children with ASD. As for social support and 

psycho support or even behavioural support, they seem less important so far. 
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3 Aim 

When the structure and research direction of this article were settled, the researcher had done 

some literature search for a period of time. Most of the existing literature on children with 

ASD focused on North America and Western Europe. The existing literatures about children 

with ASD in China were few, and besides, most of these were focused on a biological per-

spective, diagnosis, reviews of autism – related theories, or intervention methods based on 

background of Western countries. Few articles up to 2010 have examined what happens once 

a child receives a diagnosis in China, especially the financial, educational status, and legal 

resources as well as emotional supports that are available for them and their families (Su et al., 

2013). 

Hence, what exactly the education situation of children with ASD in mainland is and what 

kind of support do children with ASD receive or expect to receive at the moment. Therefore, 

this review focus on what the current research literatures (2011-2017) say about the school 

situation for children with ASD in mainland China, try to explore what support children with 

ASD have received and expect to have. 

⚫ What is the common education placement for children with ASD? How often do they at-

tend mainstream school, special school, or go to no school at all? 

⚫ What kind of support (like social / psycho – social support) is provided to children with 

ASD in main stream school and special school as well as to those children who don’t at-

tend school? 
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4 Method 

4.1 Systematic literature review 

This study presents a systematic review of the literature using western and Chinese databases. 

The selection of studies was guided by inclusion and exclusion protocols on both abstract and 

full-text level. Studies focusing on the education situation of children with ASD in China, in-

cluding high – functioning autism and the supports they are provided with were of a special 

interest. 

4.2 Search strategy and selection criteria 

Data were collected by using several western databases. PubMed, PsyclINFO, Taylor & 

Francis online and Google scholar. Since the outcomes of these searches were limited, a da-

tabase named CNKI which is only provide Chinese version articles was used to expand the 

search outcomes. The databases were searched to identify any study in each database pub-

lished between 2011 to December 2017, in either English or Chinese, reporting the school sit-

uation of children with ASD or high-functioning autism in mainland China, also information 

on the prevalence of ASD, as well as what kind of support those children have been provided 

so far were included. The studies were selected by using inclusion and exclusion protocols. 

Since the number of identified studies was low in the first searches, a search strategy was de-

veloped, with a comprehensive list of terms, including “developmental disorders, “autistic 

disorders”, and “autism spectrum”, “children with autism in class in China”, “high – function-

ing autism in China”, “. In addition, some previous reviews on published studies about “ASD” 

were examined in order to give precise information of background in mainland China. All 

identified abstracts were reviewed and the duplicate articles were excluded. If it was not clear 

from the abstract whether the paper should be included, the full paper was read through to be 

examined. Some papers were only available as abstracts and were excluded because of that. 

Search 1: 

PsyclINFO database (searched from 15th March 2018) 

Years (2011 – 2017 December) 

Step 1: “Autism, China” / “High-functioning Autism in China” / “Asperger Children in China” / “Au-

tism Spectrum in China” 

Step 2: “Education on Autism Children in China” / “Educational situation in China” / “Social Support 

for ASD Children in China” 
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Google Scholar database (searched from 20th March 2018) 

Years (2011 – 2017 December) 

Step 1: “Chinese High-functioning autism Children at school” / “Chinese ASD Children’s education 

situation”. 

Step 2: “Chinese High-functioning autism Children’s life” / “Chinese ASD Children’s daily life” / 

“Children with ASD in Class in China” / “Chinese children with ASD in special schools”. 

PubMed  (searched from 9th April 2018) 

Years (2011 – 2017 December) 

Step 1: “Chinese Children with ASD” / “Chinese Children with High – functioning autism” / “Chinese 

living condition of Children with ASD” 

Step 2: “Chinese High-functioning autism Children’s life” / “Chinese ASD Children’s daily life” / 

“Children with ASD in Class in China” / “Chinese children with ASD in special schools”. 

Taylor & Francis online (searched from 25th April 2018) 

Years (2011 – 2017 Decemeber) 

Step 1: “Education on Autism Children in China” / “Educational situation in China” / “Social Support 

for ASD Children in China” 

Step 2: ““Chinese High-functioning autism Children’s life” / “Chinese ASD Children’s daily life” / 

“Children with ASD in Class in China” / “Chinese children with ASD in special schools” 

 

Search 2: 

CNKI database (searched from 18th March 2018) 

Years (2011 – 2017 December) 

Step 1: “Zi Bi Zheng Er Tong Jiao Yu Xian Zhuang (Autism Children’s currently education situa-

tion)” / “Gao Gong Neng Zi Bi Zhang Ai Er Tong Jiao Yu Qing Kuang (High-functioning Autism 

Children’s education situation)” / “Zi Bi Zheng Er Tong Zai Te Shu Xue Xiao (Autism children in 

special school)” 

Step 2: “Zi Bi Zheng Er Tong Zai Xiao Qing Kuang (Autism Children’s study status at school)” / “Zi 

Bi Zheng Er Tong Ke Tang Xue Xi Qing Kuang (Autism Children’s study situation in classroom)” / 

“Zi Bi Zheng Er Tong Sui Ban Jiu Du Qing Kuang (Autism Children’s studying status of Suiban Jiu-

du)” 

 

4.3 Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were used for identifying selected articles, and to exclude in-

appropriate articles due to that criteria were not fulfilled. Initially, the language of selected 
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articles was only English, however, the results of the search was low. Therefore, Chinese was 

considered as additional inclusion criteria. The extraction table of inclusion and exclusion cri-

teria is shown below. 

INCLUSION CRITERIA 

Types of studies  

- Language should be English or Chinese 

- Articles publication date from 2011 - present. 

- Articles from any Education, psychology and Medication. 

- Articles are peer reviewed literature  

- Articles using both qualitative and quantitative methods of analysis seeking to understand the 

children with ASD through direct contact with children or direct observation, describing the 

experiences of children with autism and the predicament they are facing.  

- Articles using empirical studies method and give a contribution towards research of children 

with autism  

Types of participants  

- Children at school age (6 - 15 yrs) 

- Children study at mainstream school, and special school 

- Children who live in mainland of China 

- Children have been diagnosed as autism or they are suspected of suffering from autism, and 

lack of social communication and social interaction during the classes. 

EXCLUSION CRITERIA 

Types of studies   

- Articles published before 2011. 

- Not published in a peer reviewed journal. 

- Published article as systematic review 

Types of participants 

- Children are not in school age, younger or older 

- Children come from outside of mainland China, like Hong Kong and Taiwan. 

- Children who don’t have been diagnosed or symptom of autism. 

 

4.4 Studies selection 

Articles were collected from 5 databases. In the beginning of searching, only PubMed, Psy-

clINFO, Taylor & Francis online and Google scholar were used, while the results of search-
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ing are too few to choose as satisfied articles, another database was involved during the 

searching afterwards what is name as CNKI, a database of providing Chinese articles. 

4.4.1 Title and abstract screening 

By using the exclusion criteria, out of 402 articles, 387 were excluded. Most articles were ex-

cluded due to wrong participants’ ages, or that they were not peer reviewed, or the articles are 

where the topic of focus on medical research. Therefore, only 15 of articles are included in 

full text. 

4.4.2 Full text selection 

The inclusion and exclusion criteria were then applied to these 15 articles. While reading 

through the articles, one of article which was an English version and with high – quality, had 

an inappropriate research method, which didn’t mention statistical detail. Among the Chinese 

version articles, 6 were not available in full text files. Another 2 articles were rather interest-

ing and relevant to the study, but the references of the articles were unclear and remained not 

available to check, therefore they had to be excluded. 

The detail of selection process is pictured in the following Figure. 
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Figure 1. Flowchart of search procedure. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PsyclINFO PubMed Taylor & Francis Google Scholar CNKI 

72 50 62 189 29 

373 20 duplicates 

Abstract and Title Screening 

353 

Abstract and title 

Screening: 29 
Excluded: 350 + 17 

Articles are pub-

lished in early years. 

Not peer reviewed 

literature. 

Mentioned children 

are too young 

Interviewed families 

are come from Hong 

Kong. 

Articles are focusing 

on medical research 

Articles don’t use 

qualitative or quanti-

tative methods 

Full text screening 

3 

Full text screening 

12 

1 duplicate: Same arti-

cle in different language 

version 

Full text screening 

15 

Excluded: 1+8 

Inappropriate research 

method: 1 

Full text is unavailable: 

5 

Full text is not com-

plete: 1 

Lack of references: 2 

  

Data analysis: 6 
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4.5 Data extraction 

An extraction protocol was used for extraction of data. It contains the information of author of 

articles, the published year, the title of the article and where the articles come from. Cities 

where the research organized, the purpose of the study, research questions, sampling strate-

gies and detail information about participant groups. Also what kind of support the partici-

pants received, as well as conclusion (the author’s opinions) were extracted. (See Appendix 1) 

4.6 Quality assessment 

Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP, 2018) was used as a quality assessment tool of 

chosen articles. The assessment contents 12 questions for systematic review, as shown in Ap-

pendix 2. Considering that initial number of chosen articles were few, even low quality article 

were included (in the selected articles, the quality of them is either moderate or low, no high-

quality article was identified). 

4.7 Data analysis 

Data were analysed after all data were extracted from selected studies. The selected studies 

are presented in Table 1. In order to enhance identification and abstract of content, the select-

ed studies will be referenced as numbers. General information about studies were analysed 

first to get an overview of what focus, research method and participants’ detail are. In order to 

answer the first research question, description of participants’ placement in each selected arti-

cle were analysed and were synthesised as a table including participants’ characteristics and 

participants’ situation, meanwhile, study situation of participants in mainstream school and 

special school were also descripted to extract the information to compare to find out which 

placement is common for parents to choose for their children. To answer the second research 

question, outcomes of received and expect support were resulted as form which tell the most 

urgency need of family have children with ASD. 
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Table 1

No. Year Author Language

1 2014 Xiong & Sun Chinese

2 2017 Chen Chinese

3 2017 Ma & Yuan Chinese

4 2013 Zheng et al. English

5 2012 Sun et al. English

6 2011 Guo et al. Chinese

Educational
23 cities of 9

provinces

Investigation on the current

situation of the integration of

autistic children

Interviews with 246

families

Selected studies for review of educational situation and support of ASD children in mainland China

Research methodRegionFocusSource 

Social support

Educational status and

Countermeasures of school-age

children with autism

NanNing city of

Guangxi Province

Questionnaris with 22

families with ASD

Children in mainstream

school

Status Quo of Autism Children's

Classroom Learning
LiaoNing Province

Oberservation with 17

Children with ASD in a

special school

Resources and support received by

families and their future desire
Beijing City

Interviews with 49

parents who have

children with ASD and

study in a rehabilitation

Service provision for autism in

mainland China: A service

providers’ perspective

Not mentioned

Interveiws with 7

professionals people

have many years

experiences

Social support system for

autistic children
JiangXi Province

Interview with 100

parents

5 Results 

5.1 Overview of results 

Six articles were identified from the databases, with 2 English articles and 4 Chinese articles. 

Three articles focused on an Educational perspective, of which all are Chinese versions, of 

these only one article had an English abstract (article 3).  Three articles were identified for 

support provision, of which one was a Chinese version with English abstract (article 6). The 

articles were all published between 2011 and 2017 

In overall, the situation of children with autism is difficult to determine. No article has put 

forward the current education status of autistic school-age children and what kind of support 

they have obtained on a national level. Most of the studies on autistic children are based on 

interviews with parents and schools, and all families involved in the survey are from urban 

families. For families living in rural areas with children having the diagnosis of ASD, the sit-

uation is not known, not even the learning situation of children with ASD in rural areas.  

 

In the literature that contains statistics, the sampling method is also concentrated to a province 

or a few provinces. All provinces have different support for children with ASD. 

Table 1. Overview of selected studies 
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Age

Number Range Male N= Female N= City= Rural= Region

1 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A

2 246 163, < 6 years old

83,  > 6 years old

Not mentioned Not mentioned 246 0 23 cities from 9

different provinces, no

specific name.

3 17 At school age, no

specific range is

mentioned

14 3 17 0 Liaoning Province

4 22 Between 7 to 16 20 2 22 0 Nanning city

5 49 Mean age of 4.6 uears

old

44 5 49 0 Beijing

6 100 Between age of 3 to 8

years old

69 31 81 19 Jiangxi Province

Participant GROUP

Participant characteristics

N =

Gender

Table 2

Area

Number Mainstream=

Speical

school/rehabilitation

= Class size Stay at home diagnose/diagnosis Level of severity of diagnosies

Childrens' living

situations

1 N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A N/A Not mentioned

2 6, > 6 years old;

21, < 6 years old:

208 Not mentioned 11 Diagnosed as ASD Mild = 96;

Moderate = 112;

Severe = 38;

Not mentioned

3 0 17 Not mentioned 0 Diagnosed as ASD Mild = 5;

Moderate = 6;

Severe = 6;

Not mentioned

4 22 0 Not mentioned 0 Diagnosed as ASD in

average age of 3.5

years old

Not mentioned Families suffer the

heavy economic

burden. And the

families are all5 0 49 Not mentioned 0 75% received a

diagnosis of autism;

6% received a

diagnosis of PDD;

Not mentioned Not mentioned

6 0 68 Not mentioned Not mentioned 74% of children were

diagnosed by hospital,

26% of children were

diagnosed by

Not mentioned Living under a very

serious problems

from different

aspects, including

Table 3

Placement siutation

5.2 Participant Group of selected studies 

As can be seen in Table 2, most participants groups were come from city areas, and primarily 

males. 

Table 2. Participants in selected studies. 

 

 

 

5.3 Education placement of children with ASD 

Table 3 displays that in the selected studies, special schools/rehabilitations are more common 

placement to children with ASD and only part of children stay in mainstream school, and 

even less at home. Classes size is not mentioned in all selected studies. 

Table 3. Placement of participants in selected studies. 
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One study (article 1) examined children with ASD from 23 cities in 9 different provinces, in 

total number 246 children, of which 83 children were over 6 years – old, whom are consid-

ered as participants based on inclusion criteria. It is explained that in China, currently, the 

method of education placements for children with autism are not only in mainstream school, 

special school and stay at home, there is also another option – institution/rehabilitation center. 

And still, there are some mixing methods for educate children with ASD, such as special 

school mix with institution/rehabilitation, or stay at home mix with institution/rehabilitation. 

Figure 2 displays all samples from article 1 (n=246) and the distribution of educational setting. 

There are 163 children who were under 6 years – old, and 83 of them over 6 years – old. Alt-

hough from the table more than 83 children of 6 years or older, the number of children that 

stay at home or are educated in the rehabilitation center cannot be judged. One number is very 

clear, proportionally seen, six children are over the age of 6 who are studying in mainstream 

school, accounting for only 7.23% of 83 the total.   

Figure 2. Distribution condition of education methods 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.4 Study situation in mainstream/regular schools & special schools 

Article 2 focused on understanding the current education status of school - age children with 

ASD. It analyzed the causes and difficulties of children’s status and tried to provide sugges-

tions for promoting the effective education to them. According to information from article 2 

(see Table 4 below), in Nanning city, children with ASD have a strong dependence on their 

parents, but they have good results in the ability of self-care in regular classes. 
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Another study, article 3 refers the information in special schools. Through observation with 

17 Children with ASD in a specific special school in a city, it provided a general analysis data 

about children’s classroom learning adaptation (See Figure 3 below). It is found that children 

with ASD have the best performance in class preparation, classroom interaction, classroom 

behaviour norms and class attention, and the performance of classroom learning effect is low-

er. It is very interesting that children with ASD in special schools have very high score on 

Class Preparation, but later on the score of Class learning effect is very low. Since the study 

was only focus on children in a special school, no relevant information concerning children in 

a mainstream school, no comparison between mainstream schools to special schools can be 

shown. 

Figure 3. Classroom learning adaptation of General analysis (average score) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

N=17* 
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5.5 Supports from different aspects 

One paper (article 4) examined children within a rehabilitation in Beijing. Interviews were 

conducted with parents of children with ASD (N=49). According to the parents’ expected 

supports to be receive in the future, it can be easily referred that children with ASD are lack-

ing of lot of supports in many aspects. See Table 5 below. 
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Another paper (article 6) referred information about support situation of 100 families of chil-

dren with ASD province – wide. The study express that supports children with ASD is relying 

on effective social support system. Combining with the actual situation in Jiangxi Province, 

the most wanted support based on parent’s perspectives is following in Table 6. 

⚫ Internet is the most common method for parents to comprehend the knowledge of ASD. 

The next method to obtain knowledge is from other parents. Over 80% parents know 

ASD by themselves. 

⚫ Most children and their families have not been supported at all, and no social support has 

been obtained economically. 

⚫ The problem of children being discriminated in public places is a common phenomenon. 

It also reflects the lack of people's consciousness in the social support system, psycholog-

ical support is weak. 

⚫ The most of parents’ (56%) willing support is financial support. 

⚫ Only 28% of parents have confidence in their children's rehabilitation, and as many as 72% 

of parents are not confident or overwhelmed.  

Article 5 interviewed 10 professional services providers that had a median of 7 years’ experi-

ence working with children with ASD. The study focus on express phenomenon from a pro-
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viders’ perspective rather than show statistical results. It mentioned opinions from two of in-

terviewee who are well – experiences relevant to provide support to children with ASD. They 

informed that limited support is actually due to policy influence and that policy regarding 

ASD in China now is still under developed. 

“…as there are few government supported special training and educational institutes for au-

tism, many private institutes have been established by parents of children with au-

tism. . .because of the lack of support, once diagnosed, it is usually the parents who have to 

pay the costs to support their child with autism. . .” (Person No. 6) 

“. . .in each setting related to autism, people tend to work separately and independently. . .they 

seldom work together as a team, so there is little interaction and collaboration among Chinese 

researchers or officers to make any scientific or policy breakthroughs about autism. . .often 

the parents of children with autism are the ones that are suffering from this situation. . .’’ 

(Person No. 4) 

And another informant pointed the most common attitude of parents concerning their children 

with ASD: 

“…However, the number of government – supported special schools is very limited…Special 

intervention for Children with ASD is not provided either in regular school, so parents were 

concerned that, if they send children to regular school after intervention in special school, 

children might soon revert back to formal condition and therefore have wasted all the years of 

intervention…” (Person No. 8) 
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6 Discussion 

6.1 Summary of findings 

This review of social condition and school situation of children with ASD in mainland China 

is based on literature from both the English language and Chinese language research articles. 

The reviewed articles are mainly based on researchers’ structured interviews and question-

naires with parents of children with ASD, as well as interviews to professionals who have 

many years’ experiences on different fields concerning children with ASD. The results indi-

cate that there is much left to do both concerning the social conditions for families and chil-

dren and concerning the educational situation for children with ASD in China. Considering 

the large base population of China and the development between provinces and cities is un-

balanced. A lack of knowledge of children with ASD and lack of awareness in the public 

leads to less economical support from government and society. Lack of economic support 

may cause a substantial burden for families of children with ASD in mainland China. Con-

cerning the education systems these seems to be under developed for children with ASD. 

Very few children seem to attend main stream school. If they do, a strong focus on academic 

achievement may make it difficult for the children to manage the school as indicated by the 

low ratings of performance/learning in studies. 

6.2 Challenges with ASD diagnosis 

Challenges do not concern obstacles for obtaining a diagnose of ASD from a medical perspec-

tive, but from the perspective of perception and social awareness of children with ASD, espe-

cially for people with low – socioeconomic status as well as those families living in remote 

rural areas. As mentioned above, many of children with ASD who live in such environments 

are hidden from their extended families, their families need to be told about ASD and its dis-

advantages for children, and as well as that their children are in need of special support. What 

kind of support that can be provided to decrease the number of hidden children with ASD is 

an open question. According to McCabe (2004), particularly in urban areas, it is still estimat-

ed that more children with ASD go to special schools than to regular/mainstream schools. 

Based on the result of article 1, this situation has not changed at least for 10 years from 2004 

to 2014. 
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6.3 Mainstream schools education 

How to choose between mainstream schools or special schools? It is not only a serious prob-

lem for parents of children with ASD, but also an issue for researchers. Many obstacles on the 

education pathway of children with ASD were identified. Firstly, in mainstream schools, take 

the ‘Suiban Jiudu’ policy. It was mean to encourage mainstream schools to accept disabled 

children with special needs as well as ASD, but whether accepting children with a disability 

was up to the schools’ own discretions. In U.S., White (2007) reported a research relationship 

between the individual characteristics and the choice of educational placement of 101 high – 

functioning autism children. It found that the children with ASD who had been transferred 

from special classes to regular classes had better language skills than children with ASD who 

had been stayed in special classes all the time. However, as the result from in Article 2 that 

many children are dependent on that their parents stay with them in the school, moreover, 

whether parents will be allowed to stay with their children during classes remain unknown. 

The policy is then just a measure that is appropriate for supporting children with ASD, and it 

is hard to provide every child with ASD into “Suiban Jiudu” class. In addition, no education-

al and research institutions will define or evaluate concerning what kind of children is appro-

priate to “Suiban Jiudu” policy that can study in regular schools. 

As the mentioned above, suiban jiudu is a tentative measure for a kind of integration educa-

tion. In order to provide compulsory education rights for every single child with different dis-

abilities to enter mainstream schools, as well as ASD. But in fact, based on Sun’s article (arti-

cle 6), it give us the reality of status of suiban jiudu: 

“…children with an existing diagnosis of ASD usually cannot enter mainstream primary 

school, since their behaviours will be easily recognized by teachers and other children…as for 

children with high – functioning autism, they may stay in mainstream schools, as long as their 

examination scores do not influence the overall academic performance of the class. But still 

very few of them could stay…” 

Suiban jiudu is not like education in Western countries, as no professional teachers and no 

individualized educational program/plan for students with ASD (Huang et al., 2013). The pol-

icy of suiban jiudu provide an advantage for families who have children with ASD because 

the parents do not need to pay for education in mainstream school as 9 – year compulsory ed-

ucation is free for all children in public school. Nevertheless, it does not mean that Suiban 
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Jiudu policy can provide an appropriate education for children with ASD. Probably specific 

knowledge is needed. The results strongly indicate a lack of knowledge of children with ASD 

in level of government and society. 

6.4 Special school education 

In China, most of special schools were designed for children with physical disabilities, and 

sensory impairments. Such schools are all located in cities and big towns only, for remote ru-

ral area, children with disabilities have limited or no access to special schools (Huang et al., 

2013). As for children with ASD, due to the lack of knowledge and expertise in ASD, and 

teachers report difficulties in dealing the behaviours of children with ASD. Few of special 

schools have necessary competence (Huang et al., 2013). 

Thereby, special schools cannot be considered as the major education providers for children 

with ASD in China, especially not for children with high – functioning ASD. However, chil-

dren go to special schools more than to regular schools. 

According to article 3, Classroom learning adaptation showed that in average, children with 

ASD have the lowest score on Class learning effect while they have highest score on Class 

Preparation. Since the study didn’t mention the situation in mainstream school, no compari-

son is a limitation on express the situation is better or worse between mainstream school and 

special school. It also didn’t tell whether the outcome (highest score on Class Preparation but 

the lowest score on Class learning effect) is because of special school’s teaching pattern or it 

is a specific phenomenon among children with ASD. However, article 6 mentioned that spe-

cial intervention for children with ASD is not provided either in regular school. Parents are 

then doubt that their children might soon revert back to formal condition if they leave special 

school. It seems implies that conditions in special schools are probably more appropriate than 

mainstream schools’. And moreover, the number of government – supported special schools 

is very limited which means such resources cannot cover every child with ASD. It is really a 

challenge for families have children with ASD. 

6.5 Children stay at home 

Children who stay at home are not a group well supported by parents with knowledge about 

children with ASD. Among selected articles, only article 2 mentioned 11 children that stay at 

home rather than go to mainstream school or special school. However, the article focused on 
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understanding the education status of school - age children with ASD, no other information is 

mentioned concerning what support the children who stay at home will have and what study 

condition they have. 

Children with ASD will probably not receive any aspect of support, but from their parents. 

The majority of children with ASD is hidden at home, especially those from low social-

economic status families, and those who living in remote rural areas. Due to the shameful 

feeling of have a child with ASD, the best way is to hide such a fact away from public, but 

even though, it does not mean that these children are given up by their parents, the parents 

will teach their children with ASD basic life skills for a perspective of realistic, in case of 

their pass away and their children will be taken care by no one (Huang et al., 2013). 

6.6 Social support 

In article 5, it highlighted the role of the government toward support families have children 

with ASD through provide appropriate supports. However, government supported special 

training and educational institutes are few, meanwhile many private institutes have been es-

tablished by parents of children with ASD. The actual situation implies that attention to ASD 

among governments is very inadequate and public health systems are also very limited in their 

introduction to ASD. It is then a reasonable phenomenon what mentioned in article 6 that in 

Jiangxi province, over 80% parents know about ASD by themselves and only 28% of parents 

have confidence in their children's rehabilitation, and as many as 72% of parents are not con-

fident or overwhelmed. 

Due to lack of knowledge and people's consciousness concerning ASD, the studies and re-

searches on ASD are so separately and independently that there is little interaction and col-

laboration among Chinese researchers or officers. It causes the basic needs of families have 

children with ASD cannot fulfilled, therefor, most children and their families have not been 

supported at all, and no social support has been obtained economically and then directly 

caused that in Jiangxi Province, the most of parents’ (56%) willing support is financial sup-

port. 

In article 4, it referred a study implement did in Beijing by the oldest nongovernmental organ-

ization (NGO) providing early intervention services to children with ASD in China. As the 

capital, it is supposed to have a better political and economic environment than any region 
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elsewhere in mainland China. Relatively seen, policies for children with special needs are ex-

pected to be better one in Beijing. Through comparison between article 4 and 6, the most ur-

gent needs are still financial support which represents the weakest relative support nationwide. 

The secondary most expressed need of support is that parents are in need of training of how to 

take care of their children with ASD. It is also a challenge to detect undiagnosed children in 

areas where the knowledge of ASD is low. 

Hence, it is obviously that children with ASD are still in need of education and financial sup-

port as mentioned in background chapter, even though the research involving children with 

ASD become more important. Apparently, families have children with ASD are still lack of 

educational and financial support, so far.  

6.7 Limitation of study 

Several limitations must be mentioned in advance. At first, the systematic literature review 

used both English and Chinese articles, and besides, even in the English articles, the main au-

thor are both come from China. It is true that Chinese author will make the article very close 

to background of China, and somehow it showed a one – sided perspective. Using of Chinese 

version literature is a limitation but it is unknown if the article can be found in English ver-

sion in other databases. Since all data were collected and analyzed by one author, and over 

half of selected articles are written in Chinese, it may lead to a language bias. Second, some 

of selected articles cannot be found in full-text in any databases, except for abstracts. Third, 

although China is too big to design investigations about children with ASD on population lev-

el, few articles about mainland China contain research results for more than one province, the 

participants groups in the selected articles are probably not guaranteed as representative. Thus, 

caution must be taken not to generalize results to the total population of China. 

Class size was never mentioned in the selected articles, it is a totally blank area. For parents to 

decide whether to send their Children with ASD into special school or mainstream school, 

information about class sizes is crucial. 

Concerning urban and rural areas, no articles about children with ASD in rural areas of China 

have been found. Therefore, it is unknown that whether the situations between city and rural 

are the same. Probably larger differences exist. 
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6.8 Ethical consideration  

Under the premise of definition of ASD is not well known in China nationwide. It will cost 

much time since researchers must introduce the definition of ASD in advance. Therefore, they 

can inform participants the detail of the research and provide interpretation of the research 

which will benefit children with ASD and their families. 

According to the extraction data from Table 2, prevalence rate between boys and girls is 

around 1/4-1/5. However, the proportions in the selected articles are seriously imbalanced 

with a much higher proportion of boys. Thus, it is possible that girls with ASD are still re-

maining undetected or hidden by their parents, and it is quite difficult to detect them unless 

the parents tell and accept help, especially on rural areas. 
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7 Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to explore and research the support that children with ASD re-

ceived and expected to receive in school of mainland China. However, identifying and diag-

nosing ASD is still difficult in China. A lack of understanding and social attention makes it 

difficult for children ASD to receive support outside of their families. Probably a large num-

ber of potential autistic children (especially girls) are undetected and diagnosed.  As far as the 

current situation is concerned, special schools are the choice of most families of children with 

ASD are provided with, yet for those children with high – functioning ASD, special schools is 

not a suitable choice from a developmental perspective. Considering the overall society’s at-

tention to ASD is still not high, most of Chinese mainstream schools may not be able to re-

ceive children with ASD. Due to lack of legal regulations, mainstream schools will also reluc-

tant to receive these students who are in need of special support because of a fear to lack the 

necessary knowledge and skills. 

Although there are many articles on ASD, most of them are based on a scope of medical and 

clinical research focus. They are far from the public, from the conceptions of ordinary people 

about “ASD”. Judging from China's national conditions, attention to children ASD will not be 

prioritized, but these children must not be ignored. The most urgent need for these children 

and their families is government-funded economical support, increased social concerns as 

well as explicit regulatory protection. Popularizing the disadvantage of ASD can be one way 

to alleviate the situation of children with autism. While in extending it to all part of China, the 

whole process may be complicated and long-lasting. 

Due to the low number of articles in this study, generalizations should be made with caution. 

However, it is important that through this review, it is possible to discuss with others about 

the situation of children with ASD. This study may also help with guiding related research in 

the future. 
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Appendix 1: Extraction Protocol for selected articles 

General Inforamtion Article authors 

Year 

Article title 

Where is the article from 

Background Information 

Sampling Strategy 

What is the study about? Aim 

Research question 

Hypotheses 

How did the samples were collected？ 

Samples Detail / Outcomes Participants characteristics 

Total number 

Age: range 

Gender: Male / Female 

Area: City area / Rural area 

Placement situation: Mainstream school / 

Special school / Rehabilitation, stay at home 

Class size 

Diagnose / Diagnosis 

Level of severity of diagnosis 

Children’s living situation 

Support provided to samples School / Education 

Financial 

Community 

Health care center / Psychologies 

Policy 

Social 

Conclusion Authors' conclusions pertaining to the result 

and the intervention methods used 

Problem brought out 

Participation mentioned? 

Interventions mentioned? 

Quality Assessment Score on CASP 
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Appendix 2: Quality Assessment Protocol 

  Yes Can't 

tell 

No 

Was there a clear statement of the aims of the re-

search? 

      

Is a qualitative methodology appropriate?       

Was the research design appropriate to address the 

aims of the research? 

      

Was the recruitment strategy appropriate to the 

aims of the research? 

      

Was the data collected in a way that addressed the 

research issue? 

      

Has the relationship between researcher and par-

ticipants been adequately considered? 

      

Have ethical issues been taken into consideration?       

Was the data analysis sufficiently rigorous?       

Is there a clear statement of findings?       

How valuable is the research?   

 


