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ABSTRACT
Purpose: to describe the panorama of the pedagogical context in the preschool teach-
ing of students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), in a municipality in the state of 
São Paulo, Brazil. 
Methods: 32 teachers, including early childhood education (ECE), special education 
(SE), and specialized educational assistance (SEA), participated answering a ques-
tionnaire about their performance with autistic students. A descriptive qualitative analy-
sis of the data was performed. 
Results: the average age of the teachers was 40.6 years old, with an undergraduate 
degree in Teaching, Pedagogy, Special Education, and/or Visual Arts, of which 84.4% 
were postgraduate. 87.4% knew ASD characteristics; 80%, SEA, 66.7%, SE, 57.1% 
of ECE teachers had receive the medical report. 78.1% reported difficulties in social-
ization, communication, behavior, learning; 15.6%, aggressive behavior / irritation; 
12.5%, difficulties in attention / concentration; 6.2%, motor coordination difficulties in 
their autistic students. 62.5% considered that their autistic students had the potential 
to follow mainstream education; 68.8% received guidance from team professionals; 
78.1% participated in courses/lectures on the theme; 28.1% considered they were 
able to teach autistic children; 78.1% stated that adjustments in the teaching structure 
were necessary. 
Conclusion: the scenario of the pedagogical context in the preschool teaching of stu-
dents with ASD, in the studied municipality, needs reflections. Information on ASD 
characteristics, training courses, knowledge on individual follow-ups, so that teachers 
are prepared to promote effective teaching and learning, are needed.
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INTRODUCTION

The movement for social, economic, and school 
inclusion of people with Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD) in Brazil has strengthened in recent decades and 
occurred as a response to the State’s failure to develop 
its role in guaranteeing rights for this population1,2.

Regarding education, the legislations for school 
inclusion in Brazil, developed from the Brazilian Federal 
Constitution of of 19883 (instituted the equality of all 
before the law and recognized the need to guarantee 
rights for all Brazilian citizens, without discrimination 
by color, race, religion, political opinion, among other 
factors), once influenced by ideological changes 
on the international scenario and the new look at the 
social role of people with ASD, began to consider the 
difference as natural to human existence. Thus, those 
formerly supporting actors also became main players 
in the public policies scenario of Brazilian education, 
influencing the development of a new school model, 
the inclusive one4.

The inclusive school, which foresees the develo-
pment of everyone in an environment in which diversity 
is contemplated, being it an irreplaceable part and 
common to human relations, has become increasingly 
present in school thinking and doing on the national 
scenario5. Regarding the inclusive model, it is proposed 
that schools governed by this model “constitute 
the most capable means to combat discriminatory 
attitudes, building an inclusive society and reaching 
education for all”6.

In the political and social sphere, the inclusive 
model has been incorporated into the development of 
public policies, such as the National Policy of Special 
Education In the Inclusive Education Perspective7, 
which aims to build policies that can promote quality 
education to all students; the National Policy for the 
Protection of the Rights of the Person with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder8, which protects the rights of 
people with ASD, enabling their social and personal 
development; and the Brazilian Law for the Inclusion of 
Persons with Disabilities9, which foresees the need of 
strategies that ensure and promote conditions for the 
development of citizenship of people with disabilities in 
all social spheres.

The development and strengthening of these 
policies have enabled the exponential growth in 
the numbers of enrollment of children with various 
degrees of ASD10 in mainstream schools across the 
country in recent years, indicating a positive aspect of 

effectiveness of these policies in Brazil, regarding the 
school inclusion of these students.

On the other hand, recent researches have 
questioned the real effectiveness of inclusive policies 
in Brazil, alleging that investments in the qualitative 
aspects of education for these children are still low and 
have not come in number and proportion to follow the 
expansion of educational access and that education 
in Brazil has been treated only with an electoral bias, 
being the educational indices presented internatio-
nally not consistent with the reality experienced in the 
country11-14. Thus, “in the face of this new scenario, 
Brazilian researchers intensified their search for the 
factors that determine quality schools and that positively 
influence teaching and student performance” 15.

Considering that ASD is a neurodevelopmental 
disorder, in which the child may present linguistic and 
communicative deficits, social and restrictive, repetitive 
and/or stereotyped behaviors16, investment in quali-
tative aspects, such as teacher education, development 
of methodologies, teaching materials, technology, and 
curricula, as foreseen by law17, are fundamental for the 
provision of quality education and the promotion of 
their academic success since the first years of school 
life.

Knowing that the pedagogical performance of 
teachers is an important qualitative aspect to promote 
the school success of children with ASD, it is worth 
reflecting on the pedagogical performance developed 
with this population18-20. Thus, this study aimed to 
describe the panorama of the pedagogical context 
in the preschool education of students with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder, in a city in the state of São Paulo, 
Brazil.

METHODS
Following ethical aspects, approval of the Research 

Ethics Committee on Human Beings of the Bauru 
Dentistry School of the University of São Paulo, Brazil, 
under number 2.332.814; of the Center for Professional 
Improvement of Municipal Education (NAPEM) of the 
Bauru Municipal Education Office, São Paulo; and of 
the Support Center for School Inclusion (CAIE) of the 
Association of Parents and Friends of the Exceptional 
Children (APAE), of the studied city, was obtained.

Seven public municipal mainstream schools from 
different regions of Bauru, the interior of São Paulo, were 
contacted and invited to participate in the research, as 
well as the CAIE of the APAE of Bauru, which has an 
agreement with the Bauru Municipal Education Office 
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for development of educational assistance of special 
education students regularly enrolled in preschools in 
the city. The study was developed between 2018 and 
2019.

With the acquiescence letters from the seven 
schools and CAIE, teachers who met the inclusion 
criteria and agreed to participate in the research signed 
the Informed Consent Form and fill out a self-adminis-
tered questionnaire divided into two blocks.

For data collection, and for the convenience of 
teachers, the researchers went to the seven schools 
and CAIE, at a time and day scheduled with the parti-
cipants. The teachers were first instructed about the 
purpose of the research and doubts were clarified. The 
questionnaire was presented to the teachers and its 
fulfilling took 15 minutes, on average.

The inclusion criteria applied to the study partici-
pants were: to be a teacher in the preschool context; 
teach individuals with ASD; work in the municipality of 
Bauru. 32 teachers participated in the study, 27 from 
the seven schools and five from CAIE.

The questionnaire (ATTACHED) and the questions 
were elaborated considering the objective of the 
research, the authors’ prior knowledge of the target 
audience, and the investigated context. The authors 
sought to understand the factors directly and/or 
indirectly involved in the pedagogical performance of 
teachers and how they may or may not influence these 
practices and contribute to the quality of education of 
children with ASD in the investigated municipality. The 
questionnaire was created exclusively for this study 
and was composed of 15 open and closed questions, 
distributed in Blocks 1 and 2, related to personal data, 
education, performance of teachers and the knowledge 

and observation of development characteristics of their 
student (s) with ASD.

Block 1 of the questionnaire refers to the charac-
terization of the teacher in terms of personal data, 
academic background, and current teaching context, 
containing six questions. Block 2, with nine questions, 
includes questions that aim to understand the factors 
directly and/or indirectly involved in the pedagogical 
performance of teachers with their students with ASD.

It is noteworthy that, only for question 1 of Block 2, 
a classification from 1 to 4 of the participants’ answers 
about their knowledge about the characteristics of ASD 
was elaborated by the authors to facilitate the analysis 
of these data, in which 4 represented the knowledge 
of the main characteristics of ASD described in 
DSM-5 (deficits in communication; alteration in social 
interaction; restricted and/or repetitive patterns of 
behavior and interest) by the teachers and 1 repre-
sented the non-citation of any of the basic characte-
ristics of ASD.

The data were analyzed in a descriptive qualitative 
manner, without the use of statistical tests.

RESULTS

BLOCK 1 – Participant Characterization 

The 32 study participants (100%), teachers, were 
females, with an average age of 40.6 years, with 
28 years being the minimum age and 58 years the 
maximum age. Teachers had an undergraduate degree 
in the following areas: Teaching, Pedagogy, Special 
Education, and Visual Arts (Chart 1). It was acceptable 
to point out more than one degree, which occurred with 
2 participants who had a degree in both teaching and 
pedagogy.

Chart 1. Distribution of the teachers by academic area

Undergraduate degree Participants Percentage
Teaching 4 12.12%
Pedagogy 28 87.5%
Special Education 1 3.03%
Visual Arts 1 3.03%
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positively and only 15.6% (n = 5) of the teachers 

answered that they did not know these characteristics, 

all of them working in ECE. The 27 participants who 

answered “YES” described the characteristics they 

knew about ASD. Sixteen of these teachers described 

three characteristics, reporting aspects related to 

communication deficits, changes in social interaction, 

and restricted or repetitive patterns of behavior and/

or interest. Ten participants described only two out of 

these three characteristics and one teacher described 

only persistent deficits in communication as a charac-

teristic she knew on ASD. The authors prepared a 

classification, based on the description of DSM-516, to 

standardize the answers obtained (Chart 2).

Concerning a postgraduate degree, 84.4% (n = 27) 
of the teachers had some type of course in the modality 
(latu sensu); while 15.6% (n = 5) did not have it. Of the 
teachers who are not postgraduate students, all worked 
in mainstream preschool.

As for the teaching context, 65.6% (n = 21) of the 
teachers worked in Early Childhood Education (ECE), 
18.8% (n = 6) in Special Education (SE) and 15.6%  
(n = 5) in Specialized Educational Assistance (SEA).

BLOCK 2 - Performance with students with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder

When questioned about their knowledge about 
the characteristics of ASD, 84.4% (n = 27) answered 

When considering how much the medical report 

brought benefits to the pedagogical performance, it 

was found that only three teachers who received the 

report considered that it helped in their pedagogical 

performance. 17 participants who received the report 

stated that it only helped with the knowledge of the 

diagnosis of ASD and 12 teachers, despite having 

received the report, did not consider that it added value 

to their pedagogical performance (Chart 3).

It was found that 80% (n = 4) of the teachers who 
worked in the SEA received the medical report of their 
students with ASD, followed by 66.7% (n = 4) of the 
teachers of the SE and 57.1% (n = 12) of the ECE 
teachers. In total, 62.5% (n = 20) received the students’ 
medical report; 15.6% (n = 5) stated that they were 
only informed, without having access to the report; 
and 21.9% (n = 7) stated that they were informed and 
that the institution did not receive a medical report (the 
knowledge about ASD was received through reports 
from family members).

Chart 2. Knowledge of the characteristics of Autism Spectrum Disorder described by the teachers and categorized in the classification 
developed by the authors based on the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders-5

Classification DSM-5 Characteristics % N

4 – Complete answer 
* Communication deficits;

* Change in social interaction;
* Restricted and / or repetitive patterns of behavior and interest.

59.25% 16

3 Absence of an item from the complete answer. 37.03% 10
2 Absence of two items from the complete answer. 3.70% 1
1 Absence of all items from the complete answer 0% 0

TOTAL 100% 27

Caption: DSM-5 = Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders; N = number of participants
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Chart 3. Consideration regarding assistance in pedagogical performance or knowledge about Autism Spectrum Disorder when receiving 
the student’s medical report

Answer Participants Percentage
Received the medical report and considered that it helped in the pedagogical 
performance

3 9.4%

Received the medical report and considered that it only helped with the knowledge of 
the diagnosis of ASD 

17 53.1%

Received the medical report, but did not consider that it added value to the 
pedagogical performance

12 37.5%

Caption: ASD = Autism Spectrum Disorder

To consider the observation of the teachers about 
the characteristics of their students with ASD (Question 
4), they were asked to list changes related to behavior, 
socialization, communication, learning, or others. The 
teachers expressed themselves with specific features, 
without further explanation or description of the 
changes mentioned. The authors counted the quantity 
and aspects of the characteristics that each participant 

mentioned, enabling the following grouping: The vast 
majority of teachers, 65.2% (n = 21) stated that they 
observed difficulties in socialization, communication, 
behavior, and learning. 15.6% (n = 5) of the profes-
sionals reported aggressive and irritating behavior; 
12.5% (n = 4) reported attention and concentration 
difficulties and 6.2% (n = 2) mentioned motor coordi-
nation difficulties in their students with ASD.

Chart 4. Knowledge of the characteristics of Autism Spectrum Disorder described by the teachers

ASD Characteristics % N
Socialization, communication, behavior and learning difficulties 65.6 21
Aggressiveness and irritation behavior 15.6 5
Attention and concentration difficulties 12.5 4
Motor coordination difficulties 6.2 2

100% 32

Caption: ASD = Autism Spectrum Disorder; N = number of participants/

A considerable percentage of the teachers (62.5%) 
(N = 20) stated that they considered that their students 
with ASD had the potential to follow teaching in mains-
tream school (Question 5). Of the remaining teachers 
to complete the sample (38.6%) (n = 12), half did 
not believe that these students would follow mains-
tream education and half chose not to answer. Again, 
although it was an open question (Question 5), the 
participants chose to answer directly, stating, denying, 
or not issuing their opinion, without explanations or any 
deepening to support their answers.

In the question about receiving follow-up or 
guidance from a specialized professional (Question 6), 
68.8% (n = 22) of the teachers stated that they received 
this collaboration from the rehabilitation team of their 
students.

Most of the teachers in the sample, 78.1%  
(n = 25), participated in courses and lectures with 
content focused on teaching students with ASD 
(Question 7). Of this total, all teachers in the SEA and 
SE groups are included and 66.7% (n = 14) of the ECE 
teachers also participated, while 33.3% (n = 7) did not 
attend any lecture or course focused on this content.

Of the total sample, 32 teachers, only 28.1%  
(n = 9) reported that they consider themselves able 
to work with students with ASD (Question 8), stating 
that they have sufficient knowledge to promote the 
effective teaching-learning process for their students 
with ASD and 78.1% (n = 25) stated that changes and 
adjustments in the teaching structure are necessary for 
students with ASD (Question 9), 3.1% (n = 1) did not 
consider changes or adjustments necessary; 18.8%  
(n = 6) did not answer the question.
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DISCUSSION
The study sample was selected at random, given the 

interest of the teachers to participate, after the institu-
tions agreed to participate in the research. The partici-
pating professionals were all female, belonging to three 
different areas of expertise: specialized educational 
assistance, in the SE modality; specialized educational 
assistance, however developing activities in APAE, in 
the SEA modality; as well as others teaching in ECE 
in mainstream classrooms. All working in preschool, 
according to the inclusion criteria determined by the 
authors.

The majority of the participating teachers worked in 
ECE and had an undergraduate degree in Pedagogy. A 
relevant aspect is the high percentage of teachers who 
presented a latu sensu postgraduate degree, being the 
professionals working in SEA and ECE the ones who 
most presented postgraduate degrees.

When considering that training at the postgra-
duate level can offer a greater range of subsidies for 
knowledge and performance with children with ASD, 
since the curricula of teacher training courses, in their 
majority, do not promote sufficiently with satisfactory 
knowledge to develop the pedagogical performance 
with children with ASD, offering training that is often 
out of reality and making teachers feel unprepared to 
teach in this context. The fact that teachers who work 
in ECE do not present training at the postgraduate 
level, shows, in the scope of the training of teachers 
who work with ASD, an important aspect about the 
education offered to these children in the municipality 
studied. Several studies have discussed this issue21-24. 
It should be noted, however, that even having postgra-
duate degree, the content learned may not be applied 
to the daily needs of these teachers when working with 
students with ASD in the classroom.

A small percentage of the sample, which worked 
in the context of ECE in a mainstream school, stated 
that they did not know about ASD. The majority of 
the teachers stated that they know the characte-
ristics of ASD and adequately described the known 
aspects. Among the answers, classified from 1 to 4 
by the authors, in which 4 was the knowledge of the 
main characteristics described in the DSM-5 (deficits 
in communication; changes in social interaction; 
restricted and/or repetitive patterns of behavior and 
interest)16 and 1 was related to not mentioning any of 
the 3 basic characteristics of ASD, it was found that 
a similar percentage of the teachers who work in the 
context of SEA, SE and ECE were classified in level “4” 

and “3” and only one teacher from ECE was classified 
at level “2”. This teacher mentioned only the charac-
teristic “persistent deficits in communication” related 
to her knowledge on ASD. No teacher who answered 
that knew ASD was classified as level “1”, that is, all 
teachers who answered affirmatively had knowledge 
of at least 1 characteristic that is predicted in cases of 
ASD.

The analysis of the excerpt above allows us to 
conclude that even being low the percentage of profes-
sionals who did not know the main characteristics of 
ASD, in the sample presented here, this is a worrisome 
factor since the availability of information about ASD 
is extensive in literature, in digital media, in training 
courses and in frequent lectures on this theme25,26. 
Thus, even considering the recent growth of children 
diagnosed with ASD and their inclusion in mainstream 
classes, especially over the last decade, from a practical 
point of view, previous steps, such as teacher training, 
including continuing education, need to be reviewed 
and analyzed so that the evolution process of school 
inclusion presents a solid basis, with a construct to 
provide support so that teachers working in this context 
can develop pedagogical practices that fully contem-
plate the understanding of learners with ASD27-29.

All teachers participating in the study, in the period 
in which they filled out the questionnaire, worked 
with at least one student with ASD in their classroom 
(inclusion criteria), regardless of the context ECE, SE or 
SEA. An alarming fact is that although the vast majority 
of teachers had access to their student’s ASD medical 
report (most of them belonging to the context of SEA), 
only some of the interviewees believed that the access 
to the medical report brought benefits, helped in the 
teaching practice with students with ASD. It should be 
noted that even having access to the medical report, it 
should not be used as a manual for teachers to work 
with children with ASD, since even though they are on 
the Autistic Spectrum each child has its development 
and particularities, requiring different directions and 
adaptations for each individual. However, the absence 
and the lack of knowledge of this document, by the 
teachers, can compromise the pedagogical perfor-
mance, since many cases of ASD are accompanied by 
comorbidities that can directly interfere in the child’s 
educational development30,31.

Another point to be highlighted is that, generally, in 
the school context, only the medical report is requested, 
once with it it is possible to guarantee some rights of 
the child with ASD. It is noteworthy that the teacher’s 
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access to the reports of the interdisciplinary team 
(speech therapist, psychologist, occupational therapist, 
among other professionals) of the student with ASD is 
crucial. Thus, considering that the majority of teachers 
stated that they receive follow-up or guidance from a 
specialized professional, it is emphasized that it is 
the professionals’ responsibility, both in the area of 
rehabilitation/stimulation, as well as in the academic 
area (teacher, principal, pedagogical coordinator), to 
recognize the importance of the teamwork, including 
the school, to develop the planning of skills that need 
to be stimulated and developed individually for each 
student with ASD.

The teachers, in their majority, identified and 
informed characteristics of their students with ASD 
related to changes in socialization, communication, 
behavior, and learning, in addition to some, in a lesser 
extent, affirming aggressive and irritable behaviors, 
attention and concentration deficits, and also difficulty 
in fine motor coordination. This finding reinforces the 
need for the professional team to guide teachers in their 
work with each student, considering their individuality 
and development.

Over half of the participating teachers informed 
that they believe that their students with ASD have the 
potential to follow mainstream education. Six teachers 
said they did not believe in this possibility and six 
chose not to answer. After verifying this result, it would 
be interesting to know the reasons why this minority 
chose not to answer or not to believe in the possibility 
of their students develop in the context of mainstream 
education. Two major spheres can be analyzed, 
related to the child’s level of commitment to ASD or 
the education system, with locks or little effective assis-
tance to children who need guidance and adaptations 
to promote their learning.

Almost all teachers said they had already parti-
cipated in courses and lectures focused on ASD, 
including in this percentage all teachers from SE 
and SEA and some from ECE. Even with this result, 
when asked about whether they are able to promote 
an effective learning process for their students with 
ASD, only a few answered positively. This result 
refers to the reasoning of the interfering factors in the 
learning process of children with ASD, which are not 
only focused on their characteristics, but also on the 
training of the entire team that works in their develo-
pment process, including the school environment. The 
literature analyzes the self-efficacy of teachers in this 
scenario32-34.

Teachers’ perception and opinion, regarding the 

need for changes and adjustments in the teaching 

structure to meet the characteristics of students with 

ASD, was verified. One teacher answered negatively to 

this need and six teachers chose not to answer. Again, 

there is a need to investigate further why these teachers 

did not have an opinion. Hypotheses arise, among them 

the lack of knowledge of what would be changes and 

adjustments in the teaching structure. In this sense, the 

need to invest in the continuing education of teachers 

who work with students with ASD is highlighted, as 

well as to analyze the other factors (investment in 

infrastructure, teaching materials, technologies, etc.), 

interfering in the teaching-learning process of this 

population, to guarantee access to quality education.

Knowing that school success can also bring 

benefits to the personal and social development 

of the individual with ASD, and it  permeates  and is 

influenced by pedagogical performance, good school 

development, especially in the first school years, which 

is fundamental not only for school success, but also for 

the daily life of children with ASD, depends on pedago-

gical performance in line with national and international 

inclusive policies.

CONCLUSION

The panorama of the pedagogical context in mains-

tream public education for students with ASD enrolled in 

preschool in the municipality studied needs reflection. It 

was concluded that it is necessary to implement public 

policies and provide information on characteristics of 

ASD, as well as training courses for teachers and other 

school staff professionals who deal with students with 

ASD. A reduced interdisciplinarity among the team of 

professionals who work directly and individually with 

students with ASD and teachers was seen. With adjust-

ments considering these principles, teachers would be 

able to feel better prepared to promote the effective 

teaching-learning process for their students with ASD.
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ATTACHMENT

Questionnaire for the Teachers

Block 1 - Characterization of the Participant

1) Name: ________________________________________
2) Age: __________
3) Gender: ( ) Male ( ) Female ( ) Others
4) Academic background, please list all if there is more than one.
5) Academic background - postgraduate, please list all if there is 
more than one.
6) In which teaching context are you currently working (more 
than one answer can be chosen):
( ) Early Childhood Education (ECE) 
( ) Special Education (SP)
( ) Specialized Educational Assistance (SEA)

Block 2 - Performance with students with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder (ASD)

1) Do you know the main characteristics of ASD? If so, list them, 
please.
(  ) Yes   (  ) No
Characteristics: __________________________________
2) Did you receive any medical report from your student (s) with 
ASD?
A ( ) Yes B ( ) No C ( ) I was just informed by the school that the 
student has a medical report of ASD
3) The medical report of your student (s) with ASD:
( ) Helped in professional performance (there were 
recommendations on how to act professionally in relation to this 
student and his/her specific behavioral characteristics).
( ) It helped in professional performance because, from the 
diagnosis, it was possible to develop teaching practice in order 
to consider the needs of that student.
( ) Helped, but did not offer recommendations on how to act with 
these students.
( ) Did not help and did not help.
Other:
4) What changes in behavior, socialization, communication, and 
learning do you observe in your student (s) with ASD?
5) Do you consider that this student (s) has the potential to 
follow the teaching in a regular school?   (  )Yes (  )No
6) Do you receive follow-up/guidance from a specialized 
professional while working with your ASD student (s)?
7) Do you participate or have participated in specific courses, 
lectures, or training with content focused on teaching students 
with ASD?
(  ) Yes   (  ) No
8) Do you consider that you have sufficient knowledge to 
promote an effective teaching-learning process to your student 
(s) with ASD?
(  ) Yes   (  ) No
9) Do you believe there is a need for changes/adjustments in 
the teaching structure, from the contents taught daily to the 
evaluation process, for the student (s) with ASD?
(  ) Yes   (  ) No


