Article

DOI | 10.21680/1981-1802.2025v63n/5ID392537

The agency of autistic students
in educational research

Wellington Oliveira dos Santos
Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina (Brazil)

Abstract

This study analyzes the agency of autistic students in academic research on autism
and Basic Education. Based on a review of 57 articles available in Edubase and
the Scientific Electronic Library Online (SciELO), using content analysis procedu-
res, we observed a growth in publications from the second half of the 2010s,
with a predominance of case studies. However, the limited effective participo-
fion of autistic individuals as central subjects in the studies reveals that scientific
production still tends to speak about them, rather than with them, reproducing
the biomedical model of disability and marginalizing their actions. These results
highlight the gap between the discourse of inclusion and the practice of educa-
fional research, underscoring the need for epistemological shifts that recognize
autistic individuals as actfive agents in the consfruction of knowledge about their
own schooling.

Keywords: Autism. Basic Education. Social model of disability. Literature review.

Protagonismo dos estudantes autistas em pesquisas
educacionais

Resumo

Este estudo analisa o protagonismo dos estudantes autistas em pesquisas acor-
démicas sobre autismo e Educacdo Bésica. A partir da revisdo de 57 artigos
disponiveis na Edubase e na Scientific Electronic Library Online (SciELO), ufili-
zando procedimentos de andlise de conteiddo, observou-se o crescimento de
publicacdes a partir da segunda metade da década de 2010, com predomi-
ndncia de estudos de caso. Entretanto, a baixa participacdo efetiva de autistas
como sujeifos centrais nos estudos revela que a producdo cientifica ainda tende
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a falar sobre eles, e ndo com eles, reproduzindo o modelo biomédico da defi-
ciéncia e marginalizando suas acdes. Esses resultados tensionam a disténcia
entre o discurso da inclus@o e a pratica da pesquisa educacional, evidenciando
a necessidade de deslocamentos epistemoldgicos que reconhegam os autis-
fas como agentes ativos na construgdo do conhecimento sobre sua propria
escolarizacdo.

Palavras-chave: Autismo. Educacdo Basica. Modelo social da deficiéncia.
Revisao de literatura.

Protagonismo de los estudiantes autistas en investigaciones
educativas

Resumen

Este estudio analiza el protagonismo de los estudiantes autistas en investigacio-
nes académicas sobre autismo y Educacion Basica. A partir de la revision de
57 arficulos disponibles en Edubase y en la Scientific Electronic Library Online

2 (SciELO), utilizando procedimientos de andlisis de contenido, se observo el cre-
cimiento de publicaciones a partir de la segunda mitad de lo década de 2010,
con predominio de estudios de caso. Sin embargo, la baja participacion efectiva
de las personas autistas como sujetos centrales en los estudios revela que la pro-
duccién cientifica atn tiende a hablar sobre ellas, y no con ellas, reproduciendo
el modelo biomédico de la discapacidad y marginando sus acciones. Estos
resulfados tensionan la distancia entre el discurso de la inclusion v la préctica
de la investigacién educativa, evidenciando la necesidad de desplazamientos
epistemoldgicos que reconozcan a las personas autistas como agentes activos
en la construccién del conocimiento sobre su propia escolarizacion.

Palabras clave: Autismo. Educacion Basica. Modelo social de la discapacidad.
Revisién de literatura.

Introduction

At the outset of a seminal fext, Lligia Amaral (1998) invites readers fo
reflect on differences and prejudice within the school environment, clarifying
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her standpoint on the matter. She highlights, first, the theoretfical and conceptual
perspective of someone who had devoted decades fo the study of disability.
Second, she underscores the “practical” perspective, insofar as she herself is
a person with a disability (Amaral, 1998). By emphasizing her standpoint, the
author is not restricting the right to speak about disability fo those who expe-
rience it, but rather reinforcing the necessity for science to take into account
epistemologies grounded in the perspectives of groups historically treated as
objects of study on disability, yet rarely recognized as subjects.

Within the field of Disability Studies, among the groups once regar
ded merely as objects, autistic individuals have increasingly emerged as
researchers of their own condition. Given the centrality of social relations to
inclusion, most of these researchers share the perspective of neurodiversity and
of the social model of disability, in opposition to a sfrictly biomedical view of
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) or autism (Araujo; Silva; Zanon, 2023; Wuo;
Yaedu; Wayszceyk, 2019). The biomedical approach, centered on pathologi-
cal aspects, analyzes autism solely through diagnostic criteria, as established in
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders [DSM-5), published
by the American Psychiatric Association — APA (2014), or in the Infernational
Classification of Diseases (ICD).

Researchers aligned with the neurodiversity paradigm acknowledge the
importance of medical criteria in defining autism, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD), and dyslexia, particularly in light of existing public policies
and the choices of therapeutic, medical, and pedagogical support directed
toward neurodivergent individuals. However, they caution against excessive
medicalization and the restriction of behaviors, which have led to rejection and
psychological distress by placing the blame for “failure” on the subjects themsel-
ves. For instance, international studies suggest that autistic adults tend to show @
higher prevalence of conditions such as anxiety, mood disorders (depression),
gastrointestinal disturbances, and social phobias, among others, often arising
as a consequence of lifelong interactions (Forde; Bonilla; Mannion; Coyne;
Haverty; leader, 2022).

In Brozil, over the past fifteen years, we have also witnessed a period in
which the voices of autistic individuals have gained greater visibility. Previously,
representation was mediated through family members, teachers, or professio-
nals involved: the National Policy for the Protection of the Rights of Persons with
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Autism Spectrum Disorder — Llaw No. 12,764, of December 27, 2012 (Brasil,
2012) —is known as the Berenice Piana Law, in recognition of the efforts of the
activist and mother of an autistic individual.

Currently, thanks fo social media, the press, and inclusive policies,
we have access fo the experiences of diverse aufistic individuals — children,
adolescents, and adults — who share their daily lives and perspectives. Social
perceptions of autism have also been reshaped by changes in diagnostic crife-
ria and inclusive educational policies. Teachers in Basic Education, as well as
researchers in the field, can no longer overlook these subjects. Within this con-
text, | present the results of a study aimed at analyzing the protagonism of autistic
students in academic research on autism and Basic Education.

This rationale can be extended to inclusive policies directed at autistic
individuals and persons with disabilities within the Brazilian education system,
such as: the Llaw of Guidelines and Bases of National Education (LDB) — Llaw
No. 9,394, of December 20, 1996 (Brasil, 1996]; the National Policy for
Special Education in the Perspective of Inclusive Education (PNEEPEI) (Brazil,
2008, which, in reaffirming the LDB, brought regular education closer to students

4 with disabilities; the previously mentioned National Policy for the Protection of
the Rights of Persons with Autism Spectrum Disorder — Llaw No. 12,764,/2012
(Brasil, 2012); and the Statute of the Person with Disabilities — Law No. 13,146,
of July 6, 2015 (Brasil, 2015). With these policies fransforming the school envi-
ronment and introducing the “other” into the educational world, we must ask
whether this “other” has been regarded as a research subject rather than merely
as an object.

As Amaral (1998) does, | take the liberty of using the first person to
make explicit my dual standpoint. | have worked with autistic students both as a
teacher in Basic Education and in Higher Education, developing research and
outreach projects; additionally, | am a Black autistic man. In this work, | prefer
the terms “autistic person” or “auftistic student” over the expressions “person with
autism” or “student with autism”. Autistic activists, guided by the social model of
disability, advocate for the use of “autistic person” as a way to denote a charac-
teristic of the individual and to challenge the pejorative use of the ferm, which
is associated with the biomedical model of disability and reduces autism to a
condition that the person merely possesses.

Revista Educagio em Questdo, Netcl, v. 63, n. 75, p. 1-23, &-39537, jan./mar. 2025



Article

Wellington Oliveira dos Sanfos

In the first part of this study, | discuss review studies on the inclusion of
autistic students in Basic Education as a way to characterize the field of research
and lay the groundwork for the investigation. Next, | outline the methodological
aspects employed in this study. Finally, | present the results and discussion, enga-
ging with both the literature reviewed and current legislation. In the concluding
remarks, | synthesize the main findings of the research in dialogue with the con-
femporary contfext.

Review studies on the inclusion of autistic students in Basic
Education

With the aim of contributing to and engaging in dialogue with this field
of research, we synthesize here literature review studies on academic production
concerning the inclusion of autistic students in Brazilian Basic Education, appro-
ached from different perspectives.

The study by Vasques (2009), grounded in Psychoanalysis, analyzed
200 theses and disserfations published between 1978 and 2006, based on
searches conducted in the Capes Portal and virtual libraries of theses and disser-
fafions. Most of the works identified were in the field of Psychology, followed by
Education and Medicine. According to Vasques (2009), the number of publico-
fions increased from 2001 onwards, although, unfortunately, the article does not
provide quantitative data to support this claim. Within the educational field, of
the 43 works examined, the majority critically addressed the medical diagnosis,
exploring ifs limitations through themes such as teaching and learning processes,
family relations, teacher education, and the possibilities of inclusive education.

Teaching and learning processes, as well as the possibilities of inclusive
education, were the focus of the investigation conducted by Nunes, Azevedo,
Schmidt (2013). The authors analyzed 28 works (articles, theses, and disserto-
fions) on the schooling of autistic students in mainstream classrooms, published
between 2008 and 2012. The presence of aufistic students in regular educo-
fion increased significantly, driven by the paradigm of inclusion. The studies
analyzed highlighted teachers” insecurities regarding inclusion, and despite the
discourse of inclusion, pedagogical practices offered litle support for students’
learning. On the other hand, the articles pointed to solufions for leaming, such
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as the collaboration of classroom aides with appropriate training, the use of
various technological resources, curriculum adaptations, and multidisciplinary
feams.

Ensuring the learning of confent is also part of the discussions on access
to the curriculum. Neves, Antonelli, Silva, Capellini {2014) conducted a litera-
fure review on academic production concerning the school inclusion of autistic
students and curricular aspects. Grounded in historical-critical pedagogy, they
defend the social role of the school in mediating knowledge and argue that
such mediation has taken place to the detriment of inclusive education for autis-
fic students. The study encompassed theses and dissertations published in the
Digital Library of Theses and Dissertations between 1987 and 2011, totaling
51 works. The most frequent theme in the sample was the interaction of autis-
fic students with the school community (teachers, peers, etc.), accounting for
25.49%; next, 21.57% analyzed curricular aspects, mostly case studies, revea-
ling @ lack of large-scale investigations on curricular strategies directed at autistic
students. Furthermore, research on curricular adaptations focused primarily on
modifications in teachers” pedagogical practices (e.g., the use of distinct teo-

6 ching resources), without necessarily adapting the curriculum itself, which is a
possibility foreseen in educational policies. The authors also connect curricular
adaptations in school seftings (focused more on didactic adjustments) to the third
most frequent category, pedagogical practices (13.73%). This indicates a con-
cern in academic production with “what to do” to ensure the leaming of autisfic
students, almost as if expecting an instruction manual or a medical prescription.

Teachers’ concerns about “what to do2” when faced with students in
inclusive education, particularly autistic students, may indicate the influence of
the medical discourse within the school environment. Rodrigues and Angelucci
(2018 investigated studies on the schooling of aufistic students in regular schools
using online databases. Among articles, theses, and dissertations, they selected
52 works published between 2002 and 2015. According fo the authors, the
existence of a medical diagnosis as a criterion for defining the target population
of special education consfitutes an inevitable confradiction for education. The
studies analyzed reveal: limited discussion of the school’s social role, alongside
an emphasis on the therapeutic aspect of learning, especially in works with a
psychoanalytic orientation; a predominance of universal symptom descriptions
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based on diagnostic manuals, without reflection on the constitution of the sub-
jects, even in works grounded in interactionist perspectives, such as those from
historicalcultural psychology; and the assumption that teachers need a medical
understanding of ASD to act effectively, resulting in a school that claims to adopt
the paradigm of inclusion but is, in practice, closer to the paradigm of integra-
fion of autistic individuals, oriented toward rehabilitation (Rodrigues; Angelucci,
2018).

The biomedical discourse on ASD was also the subject of study by
Wuo (2019) in a literature review of theses and dissertations published by gro-
duate programs in the South and Southeast regions of Brazil, focusing on the
education of aufistic individuals between 2008 and 2016. According fo the
results, most of the approaches to aufism in the 136 works selected were gui-
ded by a biomedical perspective (92 of the studies were in the health field),
employing qualitative approaches, but noting the emerging critical recognition
of the educational and cultural confexts of the subjects. Nonetheless, according
fo the author:

In most of the studies, there is a specific section dedicated to explai-
ning autism, which includes discourse based on the etiological
explanations from official manuals, particularly the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), explanations specific to
the research field (education, psychology, speechlanguage patho-
logy, psychopedagogy), and, in some cases, a discussion of the
social aspects related to autism, including prejudice, discrimination,
and other social barriers that limit the full development of individuals
with ASD. From the biomedical model perspective, autism is presen-
fed through a discourse focused on the impairments resulting from the
individual's psychological condition (Wuo, 2019, p. 219).

The danger of adopting a perspective narrowly focused on the biome-
dical aspect is the transformation of the school environment into a therapeutic
seffing (Rodrigues; Angelucci, 2018). Wuo (2019) highlights an example of this
fransformation of the school environment into a deficiency-focused therapeutic
seffing when the guiding questions of studies are framed with expressions such
as “what are the main difficulties of teacherse” and “what are the greatest pro-
blems of students?”, contradicting the ideals expressed in inclusive legislation.
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The biomedical discourse will likely lose influence with the emergence
of investigations in the educational field involving autistic students, rather than
focusing solely on them. Melo, lima, Barboza Netto, and Fernandes (2023),
in a literature review of 22 articles confaining interviews on autism within the
fields of Education, Psychology, Medicine, and Nursing between 2008 and
2021, identified the main themes analyzed as: the social impact of the diagno-
sis (family and school); concerns regarding teacher training and leaming; family
relationships and support networks, particularly for mothers of autistic children.
Although not explored by the authors in the arficle, according to the list of stu-
dies analyzed, their tifles, and keywords, most research involved interviews with
family members (mainly mothers), 14, followed by teachers, 4. Interviews with
autistic individuals were present in 4 articles.

In summary, the studies indicate an increase in publications on autism
and inclusive education over the past 15 years (Vasques, 2009), particularly
following the approval of the National Policy for Special Education in the
Perspective of Inclusive Education (2008) (Nunes; Azevedo; Schmidtf, 2013;
Neves; Antonelli; Silva; Capellini, 2014). This growth in publications should

8 also consider changes in ASD diagnostic criteria, the increased enrollment of
autistic students in regular schools and other seffings (VWuo, 2019). Despite the
discourse of inclusion being part of teachers’ rhetoric, it remains distant from
the reality of most autistic students (Nunes; Azevedo; Schmidt, 2013; Neves;
Antonelli; Silva; Capellini, 2014). Inclusion has generally occurred only in terms
of socialization of autistic students with peers at school, but not in ferms of
confent learning (Neves; Antonelli; Silva; Capellini, 2014), with few studies
focusing on what autistic students have to say about themselves, as indicated by
the data from Melo, Llima, Barboza Netto, Fernandes (2023). Thus, the school
distances itself from its primary social function, the mediation of all students’
access fo scientifically and historically constructed knowledge, while simulto-

neously assuming a biomedical or therapeutic character (Rodrigues; Angelucdi,
2018; Wuo, 2019).
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Research Methodology

We conducted a survey in online arficle databases, including the
Periddicos Online de Educagdo (Edubase] and the Scientific Electronic Library
Online (SciELO), between October and December 2024. For the investigation,
we used the following descriptors:

e autismo OR transforno do espectro autista AND escola;

® autismo OR transforno do espectro autista AND educacdo;

autismo OR transtorno do espectro autista AND educagdo infantil;

autismo OR transtorno do espectro autista AND ensino fundamental;

autismo OR franstorno do espectro autista AND ensino médio.

Reflecting on the research available in these databases, which are
easily accessible o the academic public, contributes to an overview of the kno-
wledge field on the topic. As inclusion criteria for the sample, we considered
arficles in Portuguese that presented research or reflections focused on institutio-
nalized Basic Education. Arficles in other languages, on Higher Education, or
studies in educational contexts outside formal school seffings were not included. o)

Content analysis procedures were adopted, following Bardin (2016),
encompassing the stages of pre-analysis, material exploration, and dafa infer
prefation. Content analysis constitutes a set of tools aimed af analyzing symbolic
constructions, serving as a sfarting point for inferences derived from the collec-
ted data. This type of analysis typically employs objective methods, such as
frequency calculations, understood as methods whose results can be shared by
different researchers (Bardin, 2016). Based on the descriptors and inclusion/
exclusion criteria, during the pre-analysis stage, we selected potential articles
for the sample through an initial reading of titles, abstracts, and definition of
the focus of analysis. Next, full readings of the articles were conducted, disre-
garding repetitions. A total of 57 articles were selected for the sample. In the
material exploration stage, categories were developed from the text readings.
This categorization sfructures the confent into units of analysis that allow inferpre-
fafion. The categories created were: type of article; sfage of Basic Education;
concept of autism; and parficipants. Finally, we conducted the processing of
results and inferpretfations, extracting patterns and relationships, and comparing
them with the existing literature in the field.
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The category “type of article” was developed to organize the articles
according to the methodologies employed: field research; literature review stu-
dies; documentary research; theoretical reflections; construction and evaluation
of research insiruments; fest applications; experience reports; comparative stu-
dies. The cafegory “stage of Basic Education” was created to organize the
articles according to the educational stage that was the focus of the study: Early
Childhood Education; Early Childhood and Elementary Education; Elementary
Education; High School; Indeterminate. Inspired by Wuo (2019, the category
“concept of autism” was constructed fo analyze the arficles from two perspecti-
ves: research based on the biomedical model of disability and research based
on the social model of disability. The category “participants” was developed to
classify field research according to the participants: students; teachers; students
and feachers; family members and teachers; students, teachers, and family
members.

Furthermore, in the analysis of the “participants” category, we examined
the protagonism of autistic students based on two criferia: 1) field research with
the protagonism of autistic subjects (i.e., the research interacts directly with these
subjects, listening to their different forms of expression, considering their expe-
riences and perspectives on the school context); and 2) field research without
the protagonism of aufistic subjects (i.e., in the research, aufistic individuals are
the object of discourse and analysis by others, whether family members, class-
mates, feachers, or other school professionals, without the opportunity fo speak
for themselves).

Results and Discussion

This section presents the results of the analysis of the 57 selected arti-
cles, organized into five categories: year of publication, type of arficle, stage
of Basic Education, concept of autism, and participants. The discussion of the
data is conducted in dialogue with the reviewed literature and the current legal
framework, aiming fo highlight frends, gaps, and contradictions in the academic
production on autism and Basic Education.
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Year of Publication

The following graph (Figure 1) presents the distribution of the 57 articles
according fo their year of publication.

Figure 1 — Distribution of the 57 articles by year of publication

11

Source: Author’s own elaboration.

The earliest article in the sample was published in 2007, and the most
recent in 2024. A clear trend of increasing publications on autism and school
education can be observed over the past ten years. We atiribute this growth,
as do authors cited in the literature review (Nunes: Azevedo: Schmidt, 2013;
Neves; Antonelli; Silva; Capellini, 2014; Rodrigues; Angelucci, 2018; Wuo,
2019), to the National Policy on Special Education in the Perspective of Inclusive
Fducation (2008), which facilitated the eniry of a greater number of autistic stu-
dents info regular education, and to changes in the diagnostic criferia for autism
infroduced in the DSM-5 (2013). Examination of the authorship of the articles
revealed that four studies were authored by the same researchers, reflecting
the formation of research groups on autism that involve university professors,
master’s, and doctoral students.
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Over this 18-year period, the year with the highest number of publi-
cations was 2020 (11 articles), deviating from the overall tfrend. It might be
fempting fo associate this increase with the social isolation resulting from the
COVID-19 pandemic, as some misinformation (unfortunately even circulated by
educators) suggests by aftributing the “cause” of rising autism cases to “lack of
social inferaction among children” or “vaccines”. To clarify, we examined the
submission dates of the 11 articles published in 2020. Of these, 2 were sub-
mitted in 2018, 6 in 2019 (of which 2 were part of the same dossier), and 3 in
2020 (1 in February, 1 in May, and 1 in June|. Therefore, there is no evidence
of a relationship between the COVID-19 pandemic and the increase in acade-
mic research on autism and school education, just as there is no relationship
between the increase in autism cases and the COVID-19 pandemic.

Type of Article

In the discussion of the results for the category “type of article” (Table 1),
we cite arficles that we consider relevant fo illustrate the subcategories.

Table 1 - Type of Article

Type of article Frequency Percentage
Field research 33 57,9
Literature review Q 15,7
Documentary study 5 8,8
Theoretical study 4 7
Instrumental study 2 3,5
Tests 2 3,5
Experience report | 1,8
Comparative study 1 1,8
Total 57 100

Source: Author's own elaboration.

Field research accounted for more than half of the articles identified
(57.9% of the sample] and was predominantly qualitative in nature, focusing
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primarily on case studies and ethnographic studies. The case studies aimed
to understand the relationships between feachers and students in classroom
seftings, collecting data through video recordings, field journals, and direct
inferactions with parficipants. Research on teachers’ perceptions of autism {and
of autistic students] employed questionnaires and inferviews as data collection
instruments.

As noted by Neves, Antonelli, Silva, Capellini (2014), there is an
absence of large-scale field research involving autistic students in educational
contexts, which poses challenges for the evaluation of public policies.

Literature review studies were the second most common type, accoun-
ting for 15.7% of the sample. In our own literature review, we have already
synthesized the studies identified and refer to them in the subsequent analyses.

Documentary research accounted for 8.8% of the sample and invol-
ved analyses of public policy legislation. For example, one study examined the
teaching plan of a municipality in the interior of Goiés [Montel; Souza; lemos,
2021), while another conducted a documentary analysis of the various termino-
logies used in Brazilian public policies directed at ASD (Felisbino; Graff, 2024).

Overall, articles classified as theoretical reflections accounted for 7%
of the sample and confrasted biomedical paradigms with approaches aligned
with the social model of disability. For instance, in defense of the social model
of disability, Pimenta {2019), drawing on psychoanalysis, reflects on inclusive
school legislation, which effectively considers autistic students as individuals with
disabilities. According to the author, framing ASD as a disability based on the
characteristics outlined in medical manuals carries the risk of overlooking the
unique particularities of each autistic individual.

One theoretical arficle did not challenge the biomedical model, instead
defending evidence-based practices in the teaching methods used for autistic
students in special education (Nunes; Schmidt, 2019). In their discussion, the
authors argue that evidence-based practices are not implemented in classrooms
because the teaching methodologies learned in universities are defermined by
ideological rather than scientific factors (the authors do not specify which ideo-
logies). However, in addition to presenting a biomedical view of autism without
crifiquing if, the arficle overlooks that even the adoption of scientifically effective
practices depends on ideological choices, approaching an idealized notion of
scientific neutrality.

Revista Educagtio em Questdo, Netal, v. 63, n. 75, p. 1-23, &-39537, jan./mar. 2025

Revista

(¢ Educacdio_
"\ Xem Questdo

13



Article

( j) rF%erviisumccu;c"lo

D Xem Questdo

14

The agency of autistic students in educational research

Articles on the construction and evaluation of instruments (3.5% of the
sample) present tools designed fo support teachers in educational confexts. For
example, the study by Soares and Nunes (2020) on the Mediated Llearning
Scale aimed to assess teachers’ mediation with autistic children. This arficle was
published in a thematic dossier on pedagogical and social aspects of autism.

In summary, considering the type of arficle, a majority were field
research studies, primarily case studies. The second most common category,
literature reviews, although less frequent, indicates a growth in publications in
the field. Documentary research is relevant because it supports policy decisions
regarding the rights of autistic students in education, yet it needs fo be infegrated
with large-scale field studies. Theoretical reflections typically questioned the limi-
tafions of diagnoses based solely on biomedical factors, as well as the impact
of medical reports in classroom seffings. Arficles on instrument construction or
evaluation highlight current concems regarding pedagogical practices for autis-
fic children and the renewed role of educators in decision-making about how to
act.

Other categories. In the “tests” category, the articles reported autistic
students’ performance on academic achievement tests, including one on reading
and text comprehension and another covering reading, writing, and arithmetic.
The article presenting an experience report described the inclusion process of an
autistic student in the regular education system. The comparative study examined
social competence in two early childhood students, one autistic and one neuro-
typical, considering the classroom and playground as contexts for interaction.

Stage of Basic Education

The stage of Basic Education most represented in the sample was
Flementary School, with 21 articles (36.8% of the total]. Research at this
educational level frequently consists of case studies focusing on teachers' per-
ceptions. In studies within the field of Mathematics, concerns regarding inclusion
beyond socialization were highlighted by Souza and Silva (2019) in a study
that employed digital technologies to teach mathematical operations to autistic
students.
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Next, articles without a specified educational stage (undefined)
accounted for 19 (33.3%). This category included literature reviews, document
analyses, or theoretical reflections on the inclusion of autistic students in Basic
Education.

Research in Early Childhood Education comprised 11 articles (19.3%),
mostly case studies centered on teachers’ perceptions or student monitoring.
Additionally, three studies (5.3%] involved case studies with feachers working
across both Early Childhood Education and Elementary School.

Three studies were identified about the High School (5.3%). Notably,
the work of Vasconcellos, Rahme, and Gongalves (2020) in Integrated High
School was one of the few studies presenting the perspective of autisfic students
regarding inclusion, based on inferviews.

Concept of Autism

The biomedical model of autism, based on the definitions provided
in the DSM-5 and the ICD, prevailed in the sample, appearing in 42 articles
(73.7% of the total). As observed by VWuo (2019), some studies presented the
DSM-5 definition in the very first paragraph, almost as a formal authorization to
address the topic. The most extreme instance of biomedical discourse was a
2017 article that described the observed students according to the ICD-10 code
in each medical report.

The social model of disability was advocated in 13 articles (22.8%).
In these works, authors sometimes presented the medical manuals’ criteria only
to subsequently highlight their limitations, emphasizing contextual and historical
aspects, denouncing the stigmatizing use of medical reports, and stressing the
inclusion of autistic individuals in society. When relafing these arficles to their
year of publication, it is observed that, of the 13 adopting the social model, 12
were published in the last six years of the sample (2019-2024), indicating a
growing frend in studies with this focus (also noted by VWuo, 2019). In two arti-
cles (3.5%), no definition of autism was provided.

Regarding studies aligned with the social model of disability, four arti-
cles incorporated psychoanalytic concepts in their critique of the biomedical
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model. Although these perspectives were closer to the social model than the bio-
medical view, the psychoanalytic approaches still considered autistic individuals
solely from a therapeutic analysis standpoint—an aspect also noted by Rodrigues
and Angelucci (2018). In this sense, these works represent more a substitution
of the biomedical model with a biopsychological model, which remains distant
from the typical feaching and leaming contexts of Basic Education.

A reading of the fexts also revealed ferminological changes in referen-
ces to autistic individuals and persons with disabilities. Studies published prior fo
2015, for example, used terms such as “childhood autism” and “person with o
disability”. From 2015 onward, only two articles (in 2021 and 2022) used terms
like “disorder carrier” and “persons with special needs”. This shift can be aftribu-
ted to discussions on inclusion and the advocacy of disability rights. Only one
article, published in 2017, contained a serious conceptual error by claiming the
existence of research linking autism fo vaccines, without citing any source and
without acknowledging that such speculation had been refuted since the early
2010s.

Participants

The aim of our analysis of the 38 field studies was to examine: 1) who
the participants of these studies are, and 2) the potential for protagonism among
autistic individuals.

Among the 38 field studies, 14 (36.8%) were conducted with autis-
fic students [e.g., interviews with high school students; monitoring a student
throughout the school year], which is the same number as studies conducted
with teachers (14 = 36.8%), mostly focused on teachers’ perceptions of autism.
Studies in which teachers and students participated jointly (e.g., through clas-
sroom interactions) totaled 7 (18.4%). Students, teachers, and family members
were involved in two studies (5.3%), while family members and teachers partici-
pated in only one study (2.7%).

Considering only studies with autistic participants, there is a total of 23
studies. However, when examining the protagonism of aufistic students in these
studies, only five of them treated autistic individuals as active subjects of the
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research, providing space for their diverse forms of expression and their expe-
riences and perspectives on the school contexto.

It can be asserted that the profagonism of autistic students in research is
directly related to the methodologies employed. In most cases, the researchers
acted as participantresearchers. This was the case in the studies by Souza
and Silva (2019), involving two autistic elementary school students (one boy
and one girl) on digital technologies and mathematics learning; Francés and
Mesquita (2021), focusing on the perception of time and space of one autistic
child (boy) in Early Childhood Education; and Moura and Camargo (2021),
with six autistic students (four boys and two girls) on science concepts. Freitas
(2021) also acted as a participantresearcher with Bolivian children suspected
of ASD, although the article did not report the number of children or their gen-
der. The exception fo the parficipantresearcher methodology was the study by
Vasconcellos, Rahme, and Goncalves (2020), which involved an interview with
one high school student [male).

The characterization of the gender of autistic protagonists proved to
be relevant in the analyzed studies. Beyond gender, it is argued that research
should characterize participants using social markers such as race and social
class, as stereotypical views of autistic individuals sfill persist in everyday school
confexts. With the exception of Freitas (2021, who examined how immigrant
children from low-income Bolivian families have experienced stigmatization in
school, the studies in the sample did not employ markers beyond gender. An
infersectional analysis of the arficles was not part of the objectives of this inves-
tigation; however, considering that social markers such as gender, race, and
class affect access to public policies in Brazil, this is suggested as a topic for
further research.

The limited number of studies conducted with autistic individuals (rather
than merely about them) indicates that there is litle space in academic research
for the voices of this group. Given the educational policies aimed af students
with disabilities, the scarcity of studies involving autistic individuals may result
in shorfcomings in the evaluation of existing inclusive public policies for this
population.

The absence of profagonism among autistic students was observed both
in the majority of field studies in which they participated and —especially—in
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those in which they were not direct participants. In these investigations, whether
involving feachers or family members, aufistic students were freated as objects of
analysis and reflection, interpreted through the perspectives of others.

The number of field studies focusing exclusively on teachers (14 cor
responds fo the number of arficles offering theoretical reflections on teaching
practices. Considering the concerns addressed in these articles, there appears
fo be a prevailing question among educators regarding how to accommodate
autistic students in regular classrooms. The studies consistently portrayed tea-
chers as methodologically unprepared to work with autistic students, despite
their efforts and good intentions. While the methodological concern is unders-
tandable, its emphasis tends to reduce teaching practice to a purely technical
act.

Field research involving teachers provides important data. However, it
does not delve info how these professionals reflect on their own practices nor
how these practices are actually implemented. For instance, all articles addres-
sing inclusion from the teachers’ perspective explicitly state that parficipants
support inclusion and claim to act accordingly. Yet, no study goes beyond this
politically correct discourse: which teacher, in recent decades, would admit to
being against inclusion or doing nothing about it2

Moreover, when teachers report feeling unprepared, and considering
the biomedical discourse, one can problematize the type of methodology they
expect to learn in order to work with autistic students. Is it a methodology spe-
cifically aimed af educating, or a methodology specifically aimed at caring for
autistic individuals2 Basic Education, in a sense, navigates between these two
approaches, and in the case of autism, the studies reviewed are more concer
ned with care than with education, as the biomedical report seems sufficient to
render education impossible. As Felisbino and Graff (2024) argue, the adoption
of the biomedical discourse may generate blame towards the individuals; affer
all, if they do not leam, it is due fo the reasons outlined in the report.

Still considering the distinction between “educating” and “caring”, one
can cite the study by Gomes and Mendes (2010) on the perspectives of tea-
chers from the Belo Horizonte school system regarding the schooling of autistic
students. It was the only study in the sample that sought to understand, beyond
socialization, how teachers assessed the learning of content by autistic students.
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Even though the 33 teachers in the sample indicated positive aspects, such as
the good school attendance of autistic students, they also highlighted concerns
regarding the limited learning of content. In this sense, they were concerned
both with caring for and educating autistic students.

Final considerations

Based on the objective of this study (to analyze the protagonism of
autistic students in academic research on autism and Primary and Secondary
Education) 57 articles available in the Edubase and SciElO databases were
examined. The articles were organized according to publication year, article
type, educational stage, concept of autism, and the protagonism of aufistic
individuals.

The analysis shows that, although academic interest in autism and
Primary and Secondary Education has increased significantly since the second
half of the 2010s, the protagonism of autistic students in research remains limi-
ted. These findings highlight the gap between the discourse of inclusion and the
practice of educational research, reinforcing the need for epistemological shifts
that recognize autistic individuals as active agents in the construction of know-
ledge about their own schooling.

Most of the studies were field-based, particularly case studies, confir
ming frends noted in earlier research. Articles centered on theoretical reflections
and the evaluation of instruments reveal a parallel tendency: a questioning of the
biomedical model and an effort to build an epistemological foundation specific
to education. Meanwhile, isolated documentary studies and legislative analyses
suggest that policy monitoring still lacks integration with broader empirical inves-
tigations, limiting the effectiveness of inclusive practices. Elementary Education
was the most frequently examined stage, reflecting a predominant concemn with
"caring for” autistic students rather than “educating” them. In practice, despite
inclusive discourse, autistic students often remain excluded within the classroom.

The dominance of the biomedical model of disability in the studies con-
firms an approach that treats disability primarily as an object of analysis, while
the social model of disability (though increasingly presente] still faces obsta-
cles to becoming consolidated. Broadening the protagonism of autistic students
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therefore requires incorporating their voices into the epistemological foundations
of the field. This means shifting from research about autistic people to research
conducted with and by them, as an essential condition for the genuine transfor-
mation of inclusive practices.
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