
[image: ]

Special Education and Services for Children with Autism: A Global Perspective
A Virtual Event Hosted by DISES 
November 15th, 2025

Saurym Quezada, Ph.D
Marie Fraser, M.A.T
Karen Bermudez Ponce, M.Ed, BCBA
Ingrid Rodríguez, BCBA, TOSD
Dake Zhang, Ph.D

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) presents unique challenges and opportunities for educational systems worldwide. This virtual panel brought together distinguished professors and practitioners from Oman, the United States, China, and Kenya to explore global perspectives on supporting children with autism through effective educational services and interventions. Participants gained insight into evidence-based practices, common challenges faced when supporting individuals with autism, and potential pathways for building sustainable support systems that empower both learners and educators.

Panelist Biographies 
The virtual session featured perspectives from Drs. Amal AI Shabibi (Oman), Joel Okutoyi (Kenya), Jenny Root (United States), and Songtian Zeng (China and the United States) who shared insights into their personal experiences educating individuals with autism in their context. They discussed the landscape of identification and services, as well as the current barriers to educational inclusion and community participation. Panelists share their recommended approaches for increasing awareness, developing understanding, and supporting individuals with autism. Dr. AI Shabibi, a Special Education Specialist at the Ministry of Education in Oman, holds a Ph.D. in Special Education from the University of Oklahoma. AI Shabibi’s research focuses on evidence-based interventions for students with disabilities and is committed to advancing inclusive education practice through professional training and research. Dr. Joel Okutoyi is a Senior Lecturer in the Department of Special Needs Education at Maseno University in Kenya; he is also a Lead Consultant in Special and Inclusive Education and related areas. Okutoyi holds a PhD in Special Needs Education from Maseno University and has over a decade of experience in teaching, research, and consultancy on disability-inclusive programming in Africa. Dr. Jenny Root, an Endowed Professor in the Anne Spencer Daves College of Education, Health, and Human Sciences at Florida State University. the United States, has centered her work in developing evidence-based practices to teach students with autism and intellectual disabilities meaningful academic skills. Root was awarded the Presidential Early Career Award for Scientists and Engineers by President Joe Biden in 2025. Dr. Songtian Zeng, an Assistant Professor at Towson University, is a special education researcher and practitioner with extensive experiences in both China and the United States.  He has published more than 36 academic journal articles on early intervention and transition support for individuals with autism and their families. Zeng’s work has been dedicated to advocacy for high-quality services, receiving over four million dollars in federal, state, and private funds. His work has been disseminated across international conferences over the past 15 years.

Experiences with Educating Individuals with Autism
Grounded in both research and classroom practice, Dr. AI Shabibi’s work reflects a strong focus on applying instructional interventions that can directly support students with diverse learning needs, including autism, in the development of key cognitive and academic skills, particularly in areas such as metacognition, memory, and mathematical problem solving. Dr. Okutoyi’s experiences as a researcher and educator include exploring differences and similarities cross-culturally by comparing practices in the State of Florida and California to those in Kenya. This collaborative work has aimed to inform a framework for inclusive education in Kenya. 
Similarly, Dr. Root’s experience as a former middle school special education teacher, educating students with autism and disabilities in inclusive and self-contained settings, has inspired her research on evidence-based practices to teach academic skills to middle and high school students with autism and intellectual disability in inclusive settings. She has translated this work into the training of future generation of teachers and educational scientists. Dr. Zeng’s experience is centered on providing behavioral and early intervention services for young children with autism. His experience also includes consultation and training for pre-service teachers, specialists in China, and parents across age groups. At Towson University, he is involved in a community-based employment training program and research focused on advocacy, program evaluation, and funding to expand services. Overall, his work reflects an ecological developmental approach to supporting individuals with autism and those involved in their care and education.

Identification and Services for Children with Autism in Different Regions of the World
In discussing the identification and service decisions for students with autism in their own country, Dr. AI Shabibi shared a powerful example from her own experience that highlighted some of the challenges within the system of Mid-east countries. She explained that while she has worked with students in both full and partial inclusion settings (Winzer, 2000), she sometimes feels concerned when she sees students placed in partial inclusion in Oman because they do not always have access to the same experiences as their peers in full inclusion. The topic of inclusion is relatively new in Oman and carries cultural factors presenting challenges (Mohamed Emam, 2016). For example, Dr. AI Shabibi described a case where a student in partial inclusion appeared to have very similar characteristics and learning needs as students placed in full inclusion, which created confusion for her regarding the placement differences. Even after speaking with the student’s parent, who believed the services were appropriate, Dr. AI Shabibi questioned whether the placement fully reflected and met the needs to fulfil the student’s potential. She emphasized that placement decisions are made by a diagnostic team, not by her, and although she can observe, provide input, and advocate by sharing her professional opinion with school leadership, she does not have final authority. Through her visits and observations, she noted that with the right support, some students in partial inclusion were able to engage in academic tasks successfully, which raised important questions about how placement decisions are made and whether students are always being given access to the least restrictive and most inclusive opportunities possible (Mohamed Emam, 2016).
Contextualizing his work to the initiative held in collaboration with peers in the United States (Florida), Dr. Okutoyi discussed some of the key challenges faced by Kenyans regarding diagnosis and services for autism, including a rise in children being born with autism who are undiagnosed due to poor or problematic assessment practices. The dire shortage of trained specialists, minimal community awareness, and stigma greatly limit the early identification and diagnostic services for individuals with ASD living in Kenya. In addition, Dr. Okutoyi identified inconsistent and underfunded teacher preparation programs across the region as a challenge Kenyans often remediate through reliance on Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and faith-based organizations. Education practices also involve cluster-based special units attached to mainstream schools, teacher-centered instruction with limited individualized supports, and minimal use of evidence-based behavioral interventions. Thus, Kenyans procure community-based rehabilitation programs, NGO-led therapy initiatives (e.g., speech, occupational, and basic behavior therapy services). Services and outreach have also included parent support groups, though such have had limited reach, and emerging teacher training programs in universities.
Dr. Root brought into context some of the general comparison made by Dr. Okutoyi specific to Florida through a broader United States perspective, explaining that in the U.S. autism services are granted through two main areas: a medical diagnosis determined by licensed medical doctors or eligibility of services through public schools under the Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act (IDEA). With a medical diagnosis, children are often identified as having autistic-like features by early childcare providers or parents and may go on to receive a medical diagnosis from a pediatrician. If children are older, families may also seek testing through educational or school psychologists. In the United States, a medical diagnosis is necessary for insurance qualification and to ensure that children and families have access to early intervention services through an Individualized Family Service Plan (IFSP; IDEA, 2019). Quality and accessibility of services for autism are dependent on geographic context, often meaning that children who live in rural areas have less accessibility than those living in more urban, populated areas (Rude & Miller, 2018). In public schools, a child does not need a medical diagnosis of autism to receive special education services. Instead, educational professionals have their own process to determine eligibility for services to provide them equitable access to the general curriculum. The criteria differ from the medical diagnosis and its purpose. 
Dr. Zeng also referred to China’s shared experience on identification, diagnosis, and service delivery by describing how the country has learned a great deal from the U.S. in these areas. He further emphasized that China, like other countries, needs to continue developing its own independent training and identification systems. He noted that one major challenge is that, although gold-standard diagnostic methods exist, the number of professionals trained to use them remains limited compared to the size of the population. He also pointed out practical concerns about diagnostic quality when doctors are expected to see 12 to 20 patients in a single morning. In addition, he explained that with the absence of a board-certified behavior analyst (BCBA)-type certification system in China, questions remain about how to certify providers and ensure the quality of personnel and services. Overall, he described the current system as still developing, with efforts focused on creating a more self-sustaining, accessible, and high-quality model of autism identification and service delivery for the country.

Current Barriers to the Educational Inclusion and Community Participation for Children with Autism
Dr. AI Shabibi emphasized that one of the biggest challenges in Oman is the lack of trained, specialized support staff in general education classrooms (Emam & Al-Bulushi, 2021). She explained that when students have access to someone who understands how to support their unique needs, they are much more successful in inclusive settings. However, when that support is not available, it can prevent students from being placed in or fully benefiting from the general education classroom. She shared examples where students given appropriate support was able to thrive alongside their peers, compared to others who were limited by the absence of trained personnel. Dr. AI Shabibi also noted that many students receive additional services outside of school through centers connected to social development rather than the Ministry of Education. Dr. AI Shabibi explained that families used to be responsible for paying for these services, but more recently, the Ministry has begun to fund and provide access to these supports, which is a step toward improving services and reducing the burden on families. This process is similar to how Kenyans seek out supports through community resources like NGOs and rehabilitation programs. 
In Kenya, challenges to inclusion and community participation are driven in part by policy frameworks, such as the Basic Education Act and the Disability Act, which lack strong enforcement and are implemented inconsistently across contexts. Dr. Okutoyi noted that although these constitutional laws guarantee free education, impose penalties for school absenteeism, and uphold the rights of children with disabilities to access education (The Basic Education Act, 2013), the absence of national autism-specific policies or standards continues to hinder consistent inclusion and broader regional acceptance. The recently enacted Persons with Disabilities Act of 2025 aims to address some of these long-standing limitations to the inclusion and dignified lives of Kenyans with disabilities (Mule, 2025) but still does not specifically address concerns related to autism. These circumstances underscore the need for international collaborative efforts to identify policy and practice gaps in Kenya that can be addressed through an innovative inclusive education framework.
Dr. Root shared that one of the greatest educational barriers for students with autism in the United States is the lack of teacher training to support students with disabilities (Albright & Williams, 2021; Loiacono & Allen, 2008). Many teachers do not undergo teacher preparation programs and may never receive the appropriate training to adequately support students with autism. When teachers are placed in these settings without the sufficient training or knowledge to implement evidence-based practices, students tend to not learn the skills they need or gain access to inclusive education. While the special education field is desperate for teachers (AAEE, 2020), placing underprepared educators in high-needs classrooms is certain to exacerbate negative outcomes for both teachers and their most vulnerable students.
Dr. Zeng pointed to barriers in China grounded in beliefs about inclusion, limited teacher preparation, and gaps in early diagnosis and intervention. He explained that a major issue is whether schools and communities truly believe that inclusion benefits both children with special needs and their general education peers (Xin et al., 2024). Dr. Zeng noted that, similar to the challenges affecting practice in Kenya, some cities and schools in China have made progressive strides; however, inclusion remains largely shaped by a policy-driven system and is not strongly mandated by current legislation, leaving room for local interpretation that can limit full inclusion.  Additionally, he highlighted limited training and preparation among both general and special education teachers as a significant challenge (Zhu et al., 2022). There is also a shortage of highly qualified special education personnel to effectively support inclusion (Zhu et al., 2022), and some general education teachers continue to prioritize the majority of students, demonstrating low tolerance for children who require additional support (Xin et al., 2024). He further emphasized that early diagnosis and early intervention are essential for meaningful participation in inclusive settings, yet many children are still not diagnosed until age four, five, or later, delaying opportunities for intervention. These gaps in diagnosis and services may be the due to the scarcity of trained medical professionals and/or the socio-cultural factors impacting families (Zhou et al., 2022). Regarding community participation, Dr. Zeng observed that China has made substantial progress over the last 10 to 15 years through autism advocacy, greater awareness of universal design and inclusion, parent support groups, training programs, and online communities supported by social media and technology. However, he noted that this progress remains uneven across cities and regions and is still a work in progress.

Recommended Resources to Increase Awareness, Understanding, and Support for Individuals with Autism
Panelists shared various ideas concerning increasing awareness and resources to support individuals with autism in a global context. First, Dr. AI Shabibi emphasized that increasing understanding of autism is essential at all levels, not just within schools but across the broader community. She shared that one of the first steps is providing more professional development and workshops for teachers, staff, and students to build awareness and understanding of how to support individuals with autism. She shared a real-life example from her time in the United States, where a parent described neighbors misinterpreting her child’s behavior and responding negatively due to a lack of understanding. She explained that this reflects a broader social issue, highlighting how individuals often react to circumstances they do not fully understand. She also highlighted structural challenges, such as the large class sizes and demands placed on teachers, which can cause difficulties when providing individualized support. She stressed that with increased awareness, training, and classroom support, educators and communities can develop more positive attitudes and feel more confident supporting students with autism in inclusive settings. Ultimately, she emphasized that raising awareness is a shared responsibility that must extend beyond schools to families, neighbors, and the wider community to truly support inclusion. 
Dr. Zeng further expressed that resources to increase awareness, understanding, and support for children with autism do not need to be solely based on scientific information, but on the local context of the community and country. He explained that simply teaching general education teachers about autism characteristics is not enough. Instead, resources should include practical examples that show how support and inclusion can work in their real-life settings. Dr. Zeng also noted the importance of sharing successful stories from communities that have faced similar challenges and found workable solutions, whether in the U.S., China, or other comparable settings. He pointed out that some schools have made inclusion work by creatively using available spaces, such as a hallway or a corner of the library, to create a resource room. He considered these grassroots, proven, and practical examples as valuable resources that should be disseminated more widely, especially through online and digital platforms. He stressed that the goal should be for individuals to see that inclusion and community participation are not only worthwhile ideals, but feasible and achievable in practice.
Dr. Root expanded on Dr. Zeng's shared thoughts, noting that the barriers to inclusion often stem from a culture’s perceptions and beliefs about the value of people with disabilities. She states that society often functions under an “unconscious ableism.” She explained, “People don’t actively go around thinking, I want to exclude people with autism. But if we aren’t intentionally including them, then we might be unintentionally excluding them.” Societal change does not happen overnight. To foster a culture of acceptance and belonging, she encouraged advocates to begin within their own communities and networks, using everyday opportunities to challenge and “myth-bust” ableist perspectives in real time.

  Take-away Messages for the Audience In closing the panelist discussion, Dr. AI Shabibi took a moment to remind the audience that families should not feel alone in advocating for their children. Educators and practitioners must help parents recognize that they play a critical role in ensuring their children have access to a meaningful education and better life opportunities. At the same time, they need to know that the efforts should not fall on the family alone. Supporting students with autism is a shared responsibility across a society that includes educators, schools, and the broader community. Dr. AI Shabibi highlighted that when everyone takes ownership, even in small ways, it helps build greater awareness and understanding. 
Dr. Root gave a powerful message to advocates who feel overwhelmed or disheartened by the status quo yet burdened by the weight of policy change. She discussed the importance of starting small and working within your local context to make a positive difference. Even small steps are steps in the right direction, sharing positive stories with others, building relationships with teachers, school board members, and engaging in conversations around inclusion is a perfect place to start. 
Building on these ideas, Dr. Zeng emphasized the importance of reflexivity, underscoring the need for individuals to critically examine their own contexts and intentionally develop systems that are both context-driven and sustainable. He explained that while learning from other countries and service models can be valuable, training systems, policies, and service delivery must ultimately be designed to align with local realities. Dr. Zeng illustrated this idea by reflecting on earlier efforts in China, where parents and teachers traveled to the United States to learn approaches that informed the development of the first generation of early intervention models in their own context. While this was an important step, he noted that over time it became clear that practical challenges, including larger class sizes, required locally responsive and innovative strategies. Ultimately, Dr. Zeng emphasized the importance of balancing lessons learned from other contexts with the development of independent, sustainable, and context-driven services.
Summary 
[bookmark: _1mgujwrh0qbu][bookmark: _o4tnjn8b55yp]	The group discussion during this event focused on ideas for policy shifts to retain special education teachers working with students who have ASD and suggestions for supporting families of children with ASD. Dr. Root recommended a departure from prescriptive frameworks and encouraged consideration of how evidence-based practices, for a myriad of children with disabilities, can support an individual’s particular needs. Dr. Zeng emphasized the need for procuring and providing resources to families at each transition or developmental stage, as well as family therapy sessions to assist with decision making and effective communication with providers. Dr. Al Shabibi encouraged parents to seek support through shared experiences and connections with other families, emphasizing the value of building relationships with those who can relate to their journey, share helpful resources, and strengthen parenting partnerships (Sim et al., 2019). Lastly, Dr. Okutoyi described school-based initiatives he has developed to connect parents through WhatsApp groups, creating opportunities for parents to engage directly with practitioners and reciprocally share experiences and expertise. Together, these recommendations underscore the need for policies and practices that prioritize collaborative, family-centered supports that are responsive to the evolving needs of children with ASD and their families.

Recording 
A recording of Special Education and Services for Children with Autism: A Global Perspective can be accessed on the DISES Youtube page or ​​ https://drive.google.com/file/d/1gzGPKIxPY_Nl8J5dJ4FEdN9jaU1f1kLz/view?usp=drive_link

Resources to Explore 
Autism Speaks. (n.d.). Finding your community: Autism support groups for the whole family. https://www.autismspeaks.org/finding-your-communityEisenmenger, A. (2019). Ableism 101: What it is, what it looks like, and what we can do to fix it. Access Living. https://www.csus.edu/student-affairs/centers-programs/disability-access-center/_internal/_documents/ableism101.pdf
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