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Abstract 

 

Context: COVID-19 has disproportionately affected the autism community yet also provided an 

opportunity to improve education delivery. There are several policies to ensure education for 

autistic children, but there are still gaps that need to be filled.  

 

Policy Options: This policy brief analyses several interventions designed to create a more 

inclusive education environment for autistic children. The four policy options described and 

analyzed are: Teacher assistants focussing on children with special education needs, Peer 

Mentoring Interventions (PMI), Digitalization of Education, and Gamification.  

 

Recommendations: The analysis concludes that PMI and Gamification would be the most feasible 

to implement. PMI can improve the dynamic between autistic children and their neurotypical 

peers. Gamification enables personalization to educational needs and fluid transition to at-home 

education. Subsequently, the European Union already invests in gamification, making the step 

smaller to invest in gamification for inclusive education.  
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Introduction  

Autism 

Autism spectrum condition (henceforth 

autism) is a neurodevelopmental condition 

characterized by impairments in social 

communication and inconsistent restrictive or 

repetitive behavior (1,2). The global 

prevalence of autism is estimated at around 

1%, with the condition affecting 2 to 3 times 

more men than women (3–5). About 70% of 

autistic people experience co-occurring 

conditions, such as intellectual disabilities 

and depression (4). Autistic people show a 

wide variety of characteristics associated 

with the autism diagnosis and with a wide 

range of severity from very mild to severe (6). 

Consequently, there is a lot of variation in the 

kind and amount of support they need to 

achieve relative independence (2). Autistic 

children are shown to benefit from inclusive 

education and interaction with neurotypical 

peers in general (7,8).  

 

Current framework 

There are two international policies in place 

to ensure the rights of people with disabilities 

and education: the United Nations in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

(UDHR) and the Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). The 

UDHR promotes and protects the rights of 

autistic children. It states that education is a 

fundamental human right and is "directed to 

the full development of the human 

personality" (9). The CRPD was the first 

international, legally binding treaty that 

focused on the Human Rights of people with 

disabilities specifically. When signed, 

member states are obliged to respect the 

needs of people with disabilities, including 

autism, such as the right to education (10). 

The Disability Rights in Education Model 

(DERM) offers a guidance tool that provides 

a multilevel framework for evaluating 

aspects of inclusive education at 

international, national, and local levels. It 

also provides an overview of key domains 

relevant to the development of inclusive 

education (8). 

COVID-19 and social inclusion 

Social inclusion is defined as improving the 

terms of participation in society, particularly 

for disadvantaged groups, through enhancing 

opportunities, access to resources, voice, and 

respect for rights (11). Whereas a socially 

inclusive society is seen as a society where 

people feel valued, differences are respected, 

and basic needs are provided so that each 

individual can live with dignity. Moreover, 

social exclusion is defined as the process of 

being left out from the social, economic, 

political and cultural systems which 

contribute to the integration of a person into 

the community (12). Apart from the given 

opportunity COVID-19 provides us to alter 

the current position of social inclusion, it 

must be stated that social inclusion is also one 

of the clear objectives of the European Union 

and their agenda set during the Lisbon 

Convention in 2000. This highlights the need 

for a proper strategy to achieve social 

inclusion and eventually their relation to 

inclusive education. This has been on the 

European agenda for more than twenty years. 

Being on the European agenda for over 

twenty years and not being fully achieved yet 

indicates the challenges the society 

experienced before COVID-19 imposed on 

achieving social inclusion (8).  

 

Context 

It is essential to ensure education for autistic 

children because education is a human right 

(10). Many frameworks, guidelines, and 

policies are already in place, usually 

regarding children with special education 

needs and not specific for autistic children 

(13–18). There is still a gap between the 

current and desired situation. In the next 

chapter, several policy options will be 

discussed to tackle the issue. The COVID-19 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?k6NXnF
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?cewCEu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GjpMy6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?93Ww50
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZLP6D5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?v9WfT8
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?0CIgPO
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?H62zCg
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?f2FKJY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?IypKQA
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?PXPbf3
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?RkMSxT
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?QSaS0o
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?nsRIPE
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pandemic presents a unique opportunity for 

change and opens up a policy window. The 

pandemic has afforded glimpses of how 

quickly the world could change (19), for 

example, the speed and extent of some of the 

responses by governments (20,21), like the 

switch to online education and hybrid 

learning (19,22). Since COVID-19 changed 

how our society could operate, this provides 

us an opportunity to put social inclusion 

higher on the European agenda and address 

inclusive education accordingly. Three 

political streams contribute to whether an 

issue will gain entrance onto the agenda: the 

problem, the policy, and the politics. The 

policy streams model of Kingdon argues that 

each of the three streams runs independently 

from the others, and it is only when all three 

streams converge that a window of 

opportunity opens for a given issue (23). The 

window of opportunity is when a given 

initiative is most likely to be acted upon and 

passed. Policy windows rarely present 

themselves, and advocates must capitalize 

during this time because the potential of 

another opportunity is uncertain (23). In this 

context, the problem stream refers to the 

substandard education delivery to the autism 

community. The policy options presented 

below represent possible approaches that the 

policy stream can take to improve education 

delivery. 
 

Policy options 

Based upon the Kingdon model, we 

formulated the following policy options. We 

evaluated the possibilities of children with  

Special Education Needs (SEN), of which 

autistic children are part. Therefore, policy 

options that would work for children with 

SEN should also positively affect autistic 

children and vice versa.  

 

Option 1: Teaching assistants focus on 

SEN children 

One of the recommendations to improve the 

quality of inclusive education while 

maintaining a high level of individual focus 

for children with SEN is using teaching 

assistants (TAs) next to a teacher in 

classrooms. In this context, a TA is seen as 

school staff in pupil and classroom-based 

support roles while working mainly with 

individuals with SEN. The focus of a TA lies 

specifically upon having more 

paraprofessional experience with children 

needing special attention; therefore, this can 

be potentially helpful to increase the quality 

of inclusive education (24). TAs have a 

seemingly positive impact on learning 

outcomes; however, evidence remains 

somewhat inconsistent (25). When the TAs 

are explicitly trained to deliver these 

programs, studies show that this has a 

beneficial outcome on the learning results of 

children with SEN (26). In other words, 

positive learning outcomes are strongly 

associated with teachers and TAs working 

together effectively next to the quality of 

preparation and training they are given. One 

of the main arguments for using TAs is their 

ability to reduce the workload and stress a 

teacher experiences. Teaching a classroom 

with inclusive education  creates an 

opportunity to maintain a high quality of 

educational services to individuals with 

specific needs and individuals without 

specific needs (27). The arguments given for 

the use of TAs in classrooms show that it is 

crucial for future research to focus on 

international research, such as the 

perspectives of this role and the impacts TAs 

might have on inclusive education. 

Moreover, research should focus on finding 

the most appropriate type of training for TAs 

and seeing how teachers and TAs can work 

together effectively. Different 

methodological approaches should be used in 

order to facilitate research more 

efficiently. An example of a well-developed 

implementation to use teaching assistants in 

inclusive education can be found in the 

national policies of Latvia. One of their 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?stPLnG
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?H8Zb6n
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?CejUOd
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?FeWpvC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?wg6bqY
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?iGcsSy
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?44zmE5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?avi5t9
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8ht7tC
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strategies entails the use of certain 

conditions. As an example, assistant services 

were introduced next to specific requirements 

for persons wanting to deliver these services. 

However, Latvia failed to address the 

definition of inclusive education in its entity; 

thus, some minor limitations might occur 
(28).  

Option 2: Peer Mentoring Interventions to 

improve social skills 

One type of intervention that has shown 

promising results in inclusive educational 

settings and is already widely used is peer 

mentoring intervention (PMI) (7). Within 

PMI, one or multiple peers are connected to 

the autistic child to help with practice and 

learn social behaviors within a typical social 

setting. It may be well-suited for 

implementation in the school setting as 

autistic children can have more active time 

within the intervention without the 

intervention putting a lot of responsibilities 

on the teacher. However, it may put extra 

pressure on the peer chosen to participate (7). 

It is important to evaluate how intensive the 

intervention needs to be and how many peers 

will be PMI encourages more interaction 

between autistic children and their peers and 

has shown to be effective in teaching autistic 

children social skills (7,29). There are 

different PMI strategies, which strategy will 

have the most effect depending on the child's 

characteristics (29). When looking for 

school-based interventions, generalizability 

is essential (30). Through interventions 

aimed at achieving high levels of 

generalizability, the possibility of 

transferring the interventions to broader 

settings is more likely. This would improve 

the quality of the presented policy options, 

and thus the chances of successful 

implementation to a wider extent would 

increase. Most studies with good 

generalizability had similar criteria, with 

fitting characteristics of the children (29). 

Other interventions possible, including 

different technological interventions that 

positively affect social skills. Moreover, PMI 

has the benefit that it can be incorporated in 

daily activities (29,31). It is also possible to 

make use of multicomponent PMIs, which 

combine indirect strategies like technological 

interventions with PMI (7). These 

multicomponent PMIs show substantial gains 

in communication and reduction in isolation 

to no treatment.  

Option 3: Digitalization to improve 

inclusive education 

Digital education has gained massive 

popularity since the COVID-19 pandemic 

(22,32). The need for online education had 

never been this demanding in the short 

timeframe available. Huge changes were 

made and after 1.5 years, we are all familiar 

with hybrid working or education. But even 

before the COVID-19 pandemic, the interest 

in online education was present. For example, 

a meta-analysis found technology and online 

learning valuable for all children when the 

teaching strategies are diverse, such as 

tutorials, simulations, and word processing 

(33). 

On top of that, collaboration between peers 

should be encouraged, the child itself should 

be in control of their learning speed, and 

consistent feedback should be given. 

Children with SEN also benefit from these 

interventions, and research found multimodal 

learning to be especially helpful, which offers 

education in the forms of images, videos, 

animations, and recordings. This helps 

children with SEN engage in technology in 

their learning (34–36). Other benefits found 

by research are mentioned in box 1. 

However, children with SEN have individual 

needs and learning difficulties that need to be 

taken into account to achieve the best 

outcome. Repetition and consistency of used 

methods are required to keep these children 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?7QPJRN
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?vFiQd6
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?F1oN0d
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GDoaZb
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?jd0wAU
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?mglNn0
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?aPj1HT
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xUUems
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ENY81k
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?QFB3U0
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xhXUvk
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Z31Mug
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engaged in online learning, and improve the 

personal experience of online education (37). 

Box 1. Examples of benefits of digital education 

- The combination of audio, video, text and other 

means to convey meaning has the potential to provide 

children greater access to curricula and learning 

opportunities and additional ways to demonstrate their 

understanding (38) 

- Individual pace of learning, lack of distractions, 

better meaningful social contact (39)  

 

Option 4: Games and education: the 

perfect fit 

One form of digital education is gamification. 

Gamification uses game elements and design 

techniques to teach skills in a playful way 

(40). It is crucial to keep the users engaged on 

intrinsic motivation instead of for rewards 

given by the game. This can be done with the 

right balance of mechanics, dynamics, and 

aesthetics, as seen in the MDE model (see 

table 1; (41). Gamification is already in use 

in educational settings (42). It shows a lot of 

potential in the educational background to 

empower neurotypical children as children 

with SEN and impact their motivation and 

academic skills (40,43). An advantage of 

gamification is that there are options to 

personalize the software to the child's needs, 

whether this is on the graphics or difficulty of 

the content (44). Due to this, it should be 

possible to make one gamification program 

customizable to both the needs of 

neurotypical and special needs children. 

Autistic people tend to have an interest in 

computerized learning (31,43). However, it is 

unclear whether they can apply the learned 

skills to real-life situations (44). 

 

 

Table 1. MDE model term explanation 

 term  explanation examples 

Mechanics Actions offered to players in the game Draw cards 

 

Attack 

 

trade 

Dynamics Behaviors players show during the run-time of 

mechanics 

Socializing 

 

Bluffing 

 

attention 

Aesthetics Sensory formation of the game in order to evoke 

desired emotional responses in the players. 

Challenge: obstacle course 

 

narrative: drama 

 

fellowship: social framework 

 

 

Policy recommendations  

Based on the Kingdon model, we assessed the 

three policy streams and regarding the policy 

options mentioned previously. We 

discovered that the lack of resources and 

trained professionals is one of the main 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?SQeU5n
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?SzmZBo
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?Ve6vP8
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?00R37E
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?GuiElg
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?AWwBJN
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?OUHBNg
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8iT4Gt
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?ZA7ONo
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?086vQN
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reasons interventions have a smaller chance 

of success. Based on assessments, we 

recommend PMI or gamification as the most 

feasible interventions to improve inclusive 

education for autistic children. 

 

PMI settings in inclusive education benefit 

for implementing as policy 

recommendation: 
Generally, PMI settings focus on a particular 

targeted approach, whereas peers of the target 

children (primarily children with SEN) 

receive training which enables them to 

provide necessary tutoring and guidance for 

children with educational, social, or 

behavioral concerns (45). Through PMI, the 

peers can demonstrate "appropriate" behavior 

themselves, which might be an incentive for 

people with special needs to act accordingly. 

Mostly, the peers are chosen from the specific 

classrooms themselves, after which they 

receive the appropriate training. During peer 

intervention, these peers are also closely 

observed when they perform assistance to 

individuals in SEN settings. Some studies 

argue that implementing PMI settings is time-

consuming and may oppose some challenges, 

such as demonstrating the appropriate 

techniques to peers. However, it is shown that 

PMI settings are beneficial for improved 

inclusion of target children in their peer 

group. More specifically, PMI settings are an 

effective technique to improve education for 

autistic people (45).  

Whilst Chan et al. (42) argue that 

implementing PMI settings is more likely to 

be an effective intervention for autistic 

children; there are more arguments which  

favor this policy option. As this option 

requires the use of people within the same age 

group, this automatically demonstrates that 

there is never a shortage of peers. Therefore, 

once this setting is appropriately 

implemented, it is highly likely that this 

option will be an automatic ongoing process. 

Secondly, observational learning through 

peers likely positively influences children 

with difficulties, they  are less intimidated by 

peers than teachers. This is potentially 

effective for autistic people as instruction and 

feedback from peers are more likely to be 

followed. Moreover, PMI research has been 

done in multiple settings, including autism, 

problematic behavior, and ADHD conditions, 

and in all these settings, PMI is shown to be 

effective. Therefore, PMI is potentially 

effective in multiple settings, making them 

more cost-effective considering their 

relatively expensive implementing costs 

(46,47). 

Gamification 

Due to the current changes towards online 

education hybrid learning due to COVID-19, 

there is now a window of opportunity to 

implement gamification. Gamification is 

offered digitally and can thus also be 

implemented if, for any reason, online 

education would come back in the future, 

ensuring a smaller shift in an educational 

setting than what happened in the current 

situation. Gamification and digital education 

show positive results for both neurotypical 

children and children with SEN, including 

autistic children (31,33,37,43). As 

gamification can be personalized to a certain 

extent, it would be possible to use the same 

gamification software for both neurotypical 

children autistic children (44,48). Some of 

these personalization styles could be 

manually adjusted by the children, teachers, 

or parents, while difficulty generally is 

personalized based on algorithms. It is not 

clear whether the same gamification program 

can be used for both neurotypical and autistic 

children, even with personalization. This 

would generally also depend on the level of 

personalization possible. If a program has 

different settings focused on neurotypical 

children or various types of SEN children, it 

could be a promising program for 

implementation (48). The EU also already 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?25KlJU
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?t4d3GR
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?YD26FA
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?BTWamS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?xKf0Yv
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8IrMzc
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invests in gamification in education. There is 

a possibility to widen the use of the 

investment in gamification also to address the 

need for improved inclusion of autistic 

children in education (49). 

 

Conclusions 

Due to the rapid digital transformations 

resulting from COVID-19 (50), 

improvements in inclusive education for 

children with SEN are vital. Based on 

Kingdon's policy streams theory, a policy 

window is currently making to change the 

current status quo of education delivery for 

children with SEN – also known as the 

problem stream in this context. Multiple 

options that can fit in the paradigm of 

Kingdon's policy stream were identified in 

this policy brief. The use of PMI and 

gamification turned out to be the most 

promising. Key advantages of PMI entail the 

inclusion of peers as mentors, which creates 

a positive dynamic between autistic children 

and their peers and can positively affect the 

educational outcome of autistic children if 

implemented properly. Key advantages of 

gamification entail its versatility and the 

option to personalize it according to 

individual needs. 

 

COVID-19 has significantly influenced our 

systematic search, as research on this topic 

has increased in popularity since the 

pandemic's start. Many of the interventions 

addressed are in the early stages, which raises 

the question of how transferable these 

interventions are. The outcome presented 

within this policy brief might be different in 

a few years due to the rapid developments of 

the COVID-19 pandemic or the long-term 

evaluation of interventions. Subsequently, 

with regards to the Kingdon streams model, 

addressing the politics stream does not apply 

within the scope of this policy brief. 

 

As a future large-scale public health threat is 

likely to occur, gamification enables a more 

fluid transition to at-home education. 

Generally, existing research shows no 

adverse outcome to the use of gamification. 

Subsequently, the European Union already 

invests in gamification, making the step 

smaller to invest in gamification for inclusive 

education. 
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