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ABSTRACT:

The purpose of this study is to gain an understanding of Chinese parents’
experiences advocating for their children with autism spectrum disorder to be
educated in a regular classroom setting. Sixteen parents of children with ASD
in China were interviewed to understand their experiences with the ‘learning
in the regular classroom policy’(LRC)and its implementation. Our findings
revealed three themes: (a) guanxi (social capital) is critical for parental advo-
cacy, (b) Parents’ commentary on educational rights features a self-deprecat-
ing tone, and (c) parents indicate they accept and even agree with the stigma
attached to children with ASD. The interpretive phenomenological analysis
approach is used to gain insight into the policy implementation of inclusive
education in China from the perspective of parents. This study demonstrates
the toll that social stigma takes on parents when they interact with the Chi-
nese school system within the context of LRC.

Keywords: autism; parent perspective; learning in the regular classroom;
inclusion; China
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INTRODUCTION

Since the 1980s, the paradigm of placing children with
disabilities in regular education settings, or ‘learning in
the regular classroom’ model (LRC), has required public
schools in China to integrate students with disabilities in
mainstream classes (Cui, 2016; Ge & Zhang, 2019). The
LRC is widely regarded as the founding document of in-
clusive education in China (Xu et al., 2018) and serves as
the primary model for a series of rules aimed at ensuring
educational services to children with a variety of disabil-
ities, including autism spectrum disorder (ASD) (Su et
al., 2020; Xu & Zhu, 2016).

However, students with disabilities in China still do
not have enough access to inclusive education due to ei-
ther a lack of resources or lack of acceptance of students
with disabilities (Cui, 2016; Su et al., 2020). One study
showed that in 2017, only 45% of school-age children
with disabilities received some form of education (Su et
al., 2020). Out of all the children with disabilities who
applied to public schools, only 72% were admitted (Su
etal., 2020). Moreover, although the number of students
with special needs has been increasing, the enrollment
rate under LRC has been decreasing, suggesting that a
large proportion of students are being served in separate
segregated schools and classrooms (Su et al., 2020).

Researchers identified a number of barriers to inclu-
sive education in China, including a shortage of special
education teachers, a lack of leadership support, and so-
cial discrimination against children with disabilities and
their families (Huang et al.,2013; Ochoa et al., 2017; Xu
& Zhu, 2016). Despite parents’ crucial role as advocates
for inclusive education, previous research on LRC has
mostly focused on the perspectives of other stakeholders,
most notably teachers” attitudes about inclusive educa-
tion (Hu, 2020; Malinen et al., 2012). Few studies have
been conducted just on parents’ perspectives and experi-
ence under LRC.

Among a handful of studies focusing on parents of
children with ASD in China, McCabe (2007) inter-
viewed 43 families of children with ASD to investigate
parental advocacy for educational assistance in general
but did not explicitly examine LRC implementation in
general education settings from parents perspectives.
The author discussed the primary issues families face as
primary caregivers of their children and suggested that,
despite parents’ willingness to make sacrifices and chang-
es in their lives for their children, they were impacted
and stigmatized by traditional Chinese beliefs about
family and disability. Similarly, Hu (2018) investigated

how Chinese parents perceive the value and feasibility of
high-quality pre-school inclusion. In this study, 83 par-
ents of children without disabilities and 125 parents of
children with disabilities completed the survey and the
author concluded that while Chinese parents of children
with disabilities recognized the importance of inclusion,
they did not believe it was viable in China due to a lack
of public financing and professional resources.
Additionally, McCabe’s (2007) study revealed that
parents frequently had to rely on informal personal re-
lationships with administrators to acquire educational
resources for their children with ASD. As suggested by
researchers, Chinese residents frequently rely on informal
social capital and secret, out-of-sight negotiations with
government and company managers to accomplish their
objectives (Hwang, 2004). This is partly a response to
a longstanding tradition rooted in Confucianism, which
emphasizes the importance of social harmony, saving
face, and respect for authority. There is a substantial body
of literature about guanxi practice in China (e.g., Hwang
et al., 2009; Gold et al., 2002). Guanxi is a broad term
that refers to social relationships in the Chinese cultural
environment. Personal connections and an individual’s
social capital may be far more influential than formal
standardized rules and processes in a child’s educational
placement. Social capital leads to benefits like other forms
of capital (e.g., human capital) can lead to tremendous
benefits and has been proposed to explain educational
inequality (Coleman et al., 1988; Small et al., 2009).
While these studies give insight on the problems par-
ents confront while campaigning for their children with
ASD’s educational rights, few of them focus exclusively on
parents” experiences under the LRC. Studies conducted in
the U.S. have shown that parents play a critical role in ad-
vancing the implementation of special education laws or
policies and ensuring their child’s educational rights (Lind-
say & Dockrell, 2004). Further, research shows that par-
ents’ voices are an essential source to understand disability
policies (Collier et al., 2015; Cui, 2016; Ferguson, 2008).
Furthermore, studies have shown that parents have faced
numerous challenges when advocating for their children.
For example, Fish (2006) interviewed seven parents of chil-
dren with ASD regarding their experiences participating
in IEP (Individualized Education Program) meetings and
found that professionals often accused parents as being
unreasonable as to their demands from schools. Moreover,
parents were often blamed for their child’s academic and
behavioral problems. In one case, a teacher asked a par-
ent the invasive question of whether she had drunk alco-
hol during her pregnancy. Given the lack of awareness of
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autism and stigma beliefs toward ASD in Chinese society
(Yu et al., 2020), parents in China are very likely to face
similar or more severe challenges. Moreover, the absence of
formal due process procedures and the informal structures
of Guanxi may mean that Chinese parents must deal with
these obstacles to inclusion in ways that are likely different
than what is seen in US advocacy processes..

As such, this study aims to understand parents’ per-
spectives and their advocacy experiences on LRC imple-
mentation regarding its effectiveness and challenges to im-
plementation across regions, backgrounds, and contexts
in China as they advocate for their child to be educated
in inclusive settings. Regarding advocacy, we defined it as
any actions that “influence public attitudes and enact and
implement laws and public policies” (Holcomb-McCoy &
Bryan, 2010; p. 263). In the context of parent advocacy, it
may consist of obtaining services for their child, fighting
for policy changes, or educating friends, family members

or school staff about their child’s disability.
METHOD

As Crotty (1998) proposed, a researcher’s ontological and
epistemological positions are inherently linked because the
construction of meaning is composed of portray and in-
terpretation of reality, the purpose of this study is to gain a
meaningful understanding of the phenomenon of parental
advocacy from the perspective of Chinese parents of chil-
dren with ASD and to answer research questions about the
subjective experiences of participants. When conducting
this qualitative research study, the interpretative phenom-
enological analysis (IPA) method was employed (Alase,
2017; Noon, 2018). Other qualitative methods, such as
focus groups, have rigidly defined procedures, and impose
prior theory lenses on participants. In contrast, IPA fos-
ter a close bond between researchers and participants and
require researchers to refrain from theorizing about par-
ticipants’ experiences prior to engaging in dialogue with
interviewees. This study, rather than developing a new
theory to explain how parents deal with school bullies
who target their children with ASD (grounded theory) or
examining the experiences of a single parent or a group of
parents (case study), listened to parents’ experiences advo-
cating for their children’s right to education and interpret-
ing the meanings of LRC from parents’ perspectives.

Participants
To illustrate, all 16 parents (15 females and 1 male) are
from provinces that rank among the top ten in terms of

GDP per capita in 2020, as shown in Table 1. In addi-

tion, 80 percent of participants claimed having a bache-
lor’s degree or more, and each participant reported an an-
nual household income that was greater than the average
annual household income in China in 2020 (National
Bureau of Statistics of China, 2021).

Recruitment
Following the IPA recommendation that researchers pur-
posefully select participants who have experienced simi-
lar phenomena and expressed their willingness to share
their experiences in an audio-recorded interview (Alase,
2017; Sohn et al., 2017), the first author advertised for
recruits in two online Chinese anonymous parent groups
to which she belonged, and parents contacted the first
author to express interest in participating in this study.
When selecting participants for this study, two crite-
ria were used to ensure a homogeneous sample of peo-
ple who had similar experiences of advocating for their
children with ASD (Alase, 2017): (1) parents who advo-
cated for their children’s inclusion in general education
classrooms and (2) parents of school-aged children with
ASD. The criterion would ensure that we found the par-
ents who had gone through the same experience as we
had been identified: lobbying for the provision of edu-
cational services for their children with ASD in China.
Sixteen parents volunteered to participate in this study
after being selected, as stated in Table 1.

Procedures

After gaining approval from the university’s institution-
al review board (IRB), a demographic questionnaire was
provided to participants and returned to the first author
before conducting interviews. There were eleven items on
the questionnaire, and they dealt with information on both
parents and children with ASD. Age, gender, employment,
education, marital status, household income, number of
children, grades of children, type of school, gender, and
age of children with autism were all obtained from the par-
ents, and the results are reported in Table 1. Because these
items were not included in the questionnaire, we were able
to gather information on the participants’ occupation and
place of residence through interviews.

Using Weixin (We-shin), one of the most popular in-
stant messaging software systems in China, semi-struc-
tured interviews with parent participants were conducted.
As advised in prior research employing semi-structured
interviews, interviews were performed in the form of one-
on-one audio conferences using the Weixin platform, with
each interview lasting roughly one hour.All interviews were
conducted in Mandarin, which was the native language of

www.interationalsped.com

64



Experiences of Chinese Parents of Children with Autism Spectrum...

IJSE 2022, 37(1), 62-74

Table 1. Participants (parents) characteristics (Authors et al., 2021)

Parent Gender Age Location Education Level Age of Child Gender of Child Type of Emplovment Family Annual
Number | of Parent | of Parent | (Province) with Autism with Autism School ploy Income (RMB)
1 Female 30-39 Hubei College 10 Male Public School | Unemployed 100,000-200,000
2 Female 30-39 Hubei College 8 Male Public School Part-Time 500,000-600,000
job not mentioned
3 Female 30-39 Jiangsu Bachelor’s 8 Female Public School | Part-Time Job 200,000-300,000
degree job not mentioned
4 Female 30-39 Jiangsu Bachelor’s 7 Male Public School | Full-Time Employed: 100,000-200,000
degree Schoolteacher
5 Female 30-39 Jiangsu College 10 Male Private School | Full-Time Employed: job not 100,000-200,000
mentioned
6 Female 30-39 Anhui Bachelor’s 7 Male Homeschool- | Full-Time Employed: Entrepreneur | 50,000-100,000
degree ing
7 Female 30-39 Jiangsu Master’s degree | 11 Male Public School | Part-Time 500,000-1,000,000
job not mentioned
8 Female 30-39 Jiangsu Master’s degree | 6 Male Public School | Full-Time Employed: job not 400,000-500,000
mentioned
9 Female 30-39 Jiangsu Doctoral Degree | 8 Male Public School Full-Time Employed: teacher 400,000-500,000
10 Female 40-49 Jiangsu Master’s degree | 13 Male Homeschool- Full-Time Employed: job not 300,000-400,000
ing mentioned
11 Female 30-39 Zhejiang Bachelor’s 8 Male Private School | Unemployed 400,000-500,000
degree
12 Male 40-49 Jiangsu College 11 Male Special School | Full-Time Employed: job not 100,000-200,000
mentioned
13 Female 40-49 Jiangsu Master’'s degree | 14 Male Public School | Full-Time Employed, teacher 300,000-400,000
14 Female 30-39 Jiangsu College 10 Female Public School | Unemployed 100,000-200,000
15 Female 30-39 Jiangsu Master’'s degree | 7 Male Public School | Unemployed 100,000-200,000
16 Female 40-49 Jiangsu Doctoral Degree | 5and 13 Female and Male Special School | Full-Time Employed, job not 300,000-400,000

mentioned
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the participants. Questionnaire questions were delivered in
simplified Chinese, and permission was acquired from all
participants to record the conversations on audiotape.

The semi-structured interviews were designed to elicit
responses to the research questions and were modified
to incorporate findings from earlier piolet research. In
semi-structured interviews, questions on parents over-
all experiences before and after school, as well as their
school expectations, were asked first, followed by a range
of probing questions in response to each participant’s re-
sponses to grand-tour questions. “Could you please tell
me what concerns you have about your child’s develop-
ment?” and “Could you please explain the most critical
events you believe are important for your child to enter
school?” are two examples of interview questions.

Data Analysis
Instead of developing a new theory explaining how Chi-
nese parents interpreting their advocacy experiences for
their children with ASD, this is a study aiming at aim at
unfolding meanings hidden underneath the narratives of
participants” experiences (Sohn et al., 2017). Researchers
proposed that under IPA method, researchers are sup-
posed to utilize open-ended interview methods to elicit
descriptions of participants’ life experiences without rely-
ing on pre-set values (Kirn et al., 2014).

When employing IPA as a theoretical technique for
a qualitative study, researchers are encouraged to adjust
modular approaches in accordance with their research
objectives and goals (, Alase, 2017; Pietkiewicz & Smith;
2012;). Consequently, the authors followed the four-step
process detailed in the following section. The first step
was to read the original texts and make marginal notes.
In the second step, memo writing was carried out, which
functioned as a building block for all following steps of
developing higher-level codes. Concentrated coding was
the third phase, which meant that, after comparing ini-
tial notetaking and memo writing, codes with equivalent
implications were synthesized based on the codes synthe-
sized from the coded texts. The fourth step was to identi-
fy integration codes and to create themes. This involved
deciding if themes or patterns could be created through
the combination of and identification of codes that fall
into the same categories and interpret the same issues.
The theme forming process is as indicated on Table 2.

FINDINGS

Three primary findings emerged from our analysis: (a)
guanxi plays a vital role in parental advocacy, and (b)

parents commentary on educational rights features a
self-deprecating and demoting tone, and (c) parents indi-
cate they accept and even agree with the stigma attached

to children with ASD.

Guanxi Plays a Vital Role in Parental Advocacy
When asked about their experiences enrolling their chil-
dren in public schools under LRC, parents stated that
their various online social networks serve as key sources
of information about the implementation of LRC at var-
ious schools around the country.

We found that parents did not receive information
from their children’s school about inclusive education,
such as eligibility requirements and expectations; instead,
they relied on informal private discussions between par-
ents on social media to obtain the information they re-
quired for their children.

‘...we parents talked a lot with each other, for things like
where could they go for school, which school are more inclu-
sive and which teachers are more accepting, etc.... (Parent
2, mother of an 8-year-old boy)

‘...there are a many local online parents’ groups here, and
we exchanged information with each other about schools,
and this is important.. . like in our school, we have another
boy with autism as well, and the teachers are kind to us...I
met parents who didnt research school, and they ended up
having difficulties to sign their kids up...” (Parent 3, mother
of an 8-year-old girl)

Moreover, according to the findings of this study,
inclusive education is most closely associated with the
attitudes of school administrators, particularly those of
principals, toward inclusion. From the descriptions of
parents, two distinct viewpoints on principals emerge:
accepting with conditions and rejecting without excep-
tions.

‘...and the principal came to me and asked me to go to
school with my son, and he said if I could do this, my son
will be allowed to stay at the school...” (Parent 1, mother of
a 10-year-old boy)

‘...the principal was newly appointed, and he was cau-
tious because there was a kid with autism at the school and
that kid once ran away from school. . .no matter how I prom-
ised him my son would not be that way. .. he just seemed did
not want to get involved with any trouble and he turned us
down...." (Parent 10, mother of a 13-year-old boy)

About principals’ attitudes toward inclusive educa-
tion, the data revealed that guanxi played a role in wheth-
er child with disability was admitted into public school or
denied admission altogether. Parents whose social network
included school principals appeared to be more likely to
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Table 2. Themes and Codes

Themes

Focused Codes

Texts

Theme 1: Guanxi Plays a Vital
Role in Parental Advocacy

Online parents’ groups are a
valuable source of information
for parents.

School principals have a criti-
cal role in determining the edu-
cational placement of students
with ASD.

Parents are aware of the
critical role of social capital
(guanxi) in determining their
children’s school placement
and have taken proactive
steps to get one.

“...we parents talked a lot with each other, for
things like where could they go for school, which
school are more inclusive and which teachers are
more accepting, etc....” (Parent 2, mother of an
8-year-old boy)

“...there are a many local online parents’ groups
here, and we exchanged information with each
other about schools, and this is important...like in
our school, we have another boy with autism as
well, and the teachers are kind to us...I met par-
ents who didn’t research school, and they ended
up having difficulties to sign their kids up...” (Par-
ent 3, mother of an 8-year-old girl)

“...and the principal came to me and asked me

to go to school with my son, and he said if | could
do this, my son will be allowed to stay at the
school...” (Parent 1, mother of a 10-year-old boy)

“...the principal was newly appointed, and he
was cautious because there was a kid with au-
tism at the school and that kid once ran away
from school...no matter how | promised him my
son would not be that way...he just seemed did
not want to get involved with any trouble and
he turned us down....” (Parent 10, mother of a
13-year-old boy)

“...if you don’t live in this school district, you need
to find a guanxi, you know, as we Chinese say, a
guanxi matters most...” (Parent 3, mother of an
8-year-old girl)

“...it is because | worked in that school, so it was
convenient for me to arrange for him for school-
ing...” (Parent 5, mother of a 10-year-old boy).

“...you just asked me why | could get him into that
school? Well, | guess that has something to do
with our social status. ...the principal and | gradu-
ated from the same university, and | know he does
not help just any parent who asked for help...!
heard that another boy with autism whose dad is a
famous surgeon get admitted by them...” (Parent
9, mother of an 8-year-old boy).

Theme 2: Parents’
Commentary on Educational
Rights Features a Self-
Deprecating and Demoting
Tone

Parents believe that educa-
tional rights are conditional
on an individual’s capacity to
learn.

“...I believe that educational right is a human right
to everyone, but there is a hierarchy as to what
education one gets...I mean his stay in the class-
room impedes others from learning, that would be
unfair to other children, too...other children in the
classroom are also flowers of our country...” (Par-
ent 1, mother of a 10-year-old boy)

“...I'am quite supportive to say that it is a human
right...and it depends on the abilities of the kid....if
they lack the abilities to sit and study as other chil-
dren do, they will interfere with the study of others,
and in that case, it would be better to place them
under special institutions...” (Parent 11, mother of
an 8-year-old boy)

Doi: https://doi.org/10.52291/ijse.2022.37.27

67



Hui Zhang, Xuegin Qian, George HS Singer

IJSE 2022, 37(1), 62-74

Parents stressed the necessi-
ty of adhering to the group’s
rules and refraining from inter-
fering with others.

While parents expressed
varying attitudes on academic
success, they were concerned
about the negative effects

of falling behind in academic
performance.

“...I feel that if a person didn’t do as most people
do, that would make them annoying, and | just
wish he could hide well among regular people...
and other people would just look at him as a weir-
do and point fingers at us as bad parents...” (Par-
ent 6, mother of a 7-year-old boy)

“...you should not interfere with others, | mean if
you were falling back in academics, they might be
okay with it, but if you interfere with the class, they
won't be tolerating with you anymore...” (Parent
12, father of a 11-year-old boy)

“...I'am worried about his academic performanc-
es...what will happen if he just keeps falling
behind from the class?” (Parent 1, mother of a
10-year-old boy)

“...I'don’t care about his academic progress at all,
but I am afraid of the damages it will bring to his
confidence and self-esteem because of the poor
performances of academics under the current
regular public school...” (Parent 5, mother of a
10-year-old boy)

Theme 3: Parents Indicate
They Accept and Even Agree
with the Stigma Attached to
Children With ASD

Bullies from different stake-
holders happened at school to
both parents and their children
with ASD

Parents chose to explain and
rationalize school bullies as a
character-training process.

Parents indicated a under-
standing of the discrimination
and stigma associated with
children with ASD.

“...the teachers, they resist implementing the poli-
cy (learning in the regular classroom policy) ...they
wish us could exist in the classroom like a garbage
can and not make any noise or make any trouble
so they could tolerate us in the classroom...” (Par-
ent 16, mother of a 5-year-old girl and a 13-year-
old boy both diagnosed with ASD)

“...the other day there was a little girl came up to
me and asked, “what is wrong with your son? My
mom wants to know what kind of disease he has
got...” (Parent 16, mother of a 5-year-old girl and a
13-year-old boy both diagnosed with ASD)

“...I'think it is not the right mindset to worry about
bullies all the time because it always happens,
and it is all right if it happens...his ability will be
improved in handling things like this...” (Parent 4,
mother of a 7-year-old boy)

“

...there is no real bullies, | mean there are kids
in his class and they called him stupid and weird,
that’s all about it ...” (Parent 11, mother of a
8-year-old boy)

“...Imean it [perspective on educational right]
depends on where you stand, like, | am a mom of
a child with ASD, | sure wish he could stay in the
regular classroom no matter what...but if | were

a mom of a typical kid, | would not wish them to
have classmates who have ASD...” (Parent 8,
mother of a 6-year-old boy)

“...you can’t expect tolerance from others without
limits...if other parents view him as a source of
bad impacts to their children, surely they would
go against us and want us to leave...” (Parent 10,
mother of a 13-year-old boy)
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enroll their children in public schools, according to the
findings. When it comes to the successful implementa-
tion of inclusive education, which is defined as the identi-
fication of children with disabilities in public schools, the
term “guanxi” has been used to refer to informal networks
of people rather than explicit written criteria in policy.

“...if you don'’t live in this school district, you need to find
a guanxi, you know, as we Chinese say, a guanxi matters
most... (Parent 3, mother of an 8-year-old girl)

..t is because [ worked in that school, so it was conve-
nient for me to arrange for him for schooling...’ (Parent 5,
mother of a 10-year-old boy).

According to the information shown above, the right
to an education is not equally available to all children in
China. It suggests that parents of children with ASD may
consider using their social capital to gain access to regular
education classrooms for their children with autism from
principals and instructors, according to the study.

Parents’ Commentary on Educational Right Features a
Self-Deprecating and Demoting Tone

A similar thinking emerged among majority parents (14
out of 16 parents) who took part in this study when
asked about their thoughts on the right to education: it
is a human right, but it is subject to some restrictions
and limitations. They were particularly anxious about the
prospect that their children would be regarded as inter-
fering with other people’s educational opportunities.

‘... believe that educational right is a human right to
everyone, but there is a hierarchy as to what education one
gets.... I mean bis stay in the classroom impedes others from
learning, that would be unfair to other children, too. . .other
children in the classroom are also flowers of our country...’
(Parent 1, mother of a 10-year-old boy)

‘.. am quite supportive to say that it is a human
right...and it depends on the abilities of the kid...if they
lack the abilities to sit and study as other children do, they
will interfere with the study of others, and in that case, it
would be better to place them under special institutions. ..
(Parent 11, mother of an 8-year-old boy)

When asked about the possible benefit of their chil-
dren in the classroom, parents expressed that they under-
stood the value of not interfering with others’ learning
and their children might benefit from the class if they
followed the class rules as their classmates did. This could
be because academic success is viewed as more essential
for typically developing students.

“...1 am worried about his academic performances...
what will happen if he just keeps falling behind from the
class? (Parent 1, mother of a 10-year-old boy)

“...1 don’t care about his academic progress at all, but [
am afraid of the damages it will bring to his confidence and
self-esteem because of the poor performances of academics
under the current regular public school...” (Parent 5, mother
of a 10-year-old boy)

Parents indicated their children’s academic ability was
essential, however there was a lack of individualized ac-
commodations and support provided by schools to meet
the needs of their child with ASD. Low academic per-
formance was regarded as a burden in the classroom and
would deepen the stigma and discrimination against the
students with ASD. Further, the fear of being accused of
fault by others due to their child’s disruptive behaviors
may cause parents to hesitate to pursue and advocate the
service right of education to their children with ASD.

Parents Indicate They Accept and Even Agree with the
Stigma Attached to Children with ASD

As a result, when parents were asked about their experi-
ences advocating for the right to an education in public
schools, they shared instances and events involving bul-
lying and discrimination with their children and with
themselves as parents.

‘...yes my major concern for her is that she will be bullied
at school because it happened before...because she cannot
defend herself when being blamed for things she didn’t do. ..
there was a girl in her class who turned her into teachers and
said my daughter stole her pen, I knew it is not her, but she
could not defend for herself and did not seem care about it. ..
so I dealt with this issue with that girls mom..." (Parent 3,
mother of an 8-year-old boy)

In the situations where parents are physically present
in the classroom, it is often a source of embarrassment
and makes them the targets of discrimination.

‘...the teachers, they resist implementing the policy
(learning in the regular classroom policy) ...they wish us
could exist in the classroom and not make any noise or make
any trouble so they could tolerate us in the classroom...’
(Parent 16, mother of a 5-year-old girl and a 13-year-old
boy both diagnosed with ASD)

Under these situations, parents expressed worries
about incidents of bullying coming along with discrimi-
nation. However, 5 out of 16 parents showed a different
attitude toward bullies at school. They seemed to adopt
a kind of “tough love” attitude in which they construct-
ed bullying as constituting necessary life lessons for their
children.

‘... think it is not the right mindset to worry about
bullies all the time because it always happens, and it is all
right if it happens. .. his ability will be improved in handling
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things like this...” (Parent 4, mother of a 7-year-old boy)
(Author et al., 2021)

As an example of how parents seem to accept stigma,
some parents indicated they not only understand why
other parents of children do not want their children to
stay in the same classroom but also that they would do
the same thing if they were parents of typically develop-
ing children.

“...0 mean it [perspective on educational right] depends
on where you stand, like, I am a mom of a child with ASD,
1 sure wish he could stay in the regular classroom no matter
what...but if [ were a mom of a typical kid, I would not
wish them to have classmates who have ASD. ..  (Parent 8,
mother of a 6-year-old boy)

“..you cant expect tolerance from others without lim-
its. .. if other parents view him as a source of bad impacts to
their children, surely they would go against us and want us
to leave. ..’ (Parent 10, mother of a 13-year-old boy)

The data indicated that the absence of any help with
behavior issues left parents more vulnerable and fearing
for the possible results of being rejected by teachers or
other parents due to safety concerns. Furthermore, par-
ents are regarded as the only ones responsible for pre-
venting and dealing with school problem behaviors. Sev-
eral parents in this study reported volunteering extensive
amounts of time to serve as aides to their children.

DISCUSSION

Understanding how special education is practiced in
China requires listening to parents’ voices, as they play
a pivotal role in obtaining services and maintaining
children in general education placements (Collier et al.,
2015; Cui, 2016; Ferguson, 2008). Thus, in this study
we interviewed 16 parents of children with ASD in Chi-
na and several themes emerged: (a) guanxi is vital to pa-
rental advocacy, (b) parents’ commentary on educational
rights features a self-deprecating tone, and (c) parents
indicate they accept and even agree with the stigma at-
tached to children with ASD. These findings furthered
the understanding of Chinese parents’ advocacy experi-
ences in several ways.

The Vital Role of Guanxi in Relation to Parental Ad-
vocacy

Regarding parental advocacy, we found that many par-
ents rely on their social networks or ‘guanxi’ to ensure
their children receives an inclusive education. This find-
ing is not surprising given that the ambiguity of LRC
and the lack of accommodation to children with ASD

at public school (McCabe, 2007; Xiao et al., 2014; Xu
et al., 2018). The LRC policy is not a formal system of
legal entitlement and dispute resolution mechanism as
in IDEA. It lacks accountability when schools refuse to
have a child in regular school due to challenging behavior
issues. Further, it does not have guidelines pertaining to
formal procedures for determining placement nor edu-
cational services needed by students to succeed in least
restrictive environments. Thus, in the absence of due
process mandated by law, parents in China are left to
rely on guanxi to enroll their child in public school and
not to be placed in a segregated school. They had to rely
on principals, who has extensive power and discretion to
decide a child’s placement, to allow their child to be edu-
cated with their peers without disabilities. For example, a
principal may recommend a child with ASD to attend a
segregated school due to the lack of resources.

Another finding regarding social network is that par-
ents depend on their social network to obtain informa-
tion, which is one of the benefits of social capital (Hill
& Dunbar, 2003). When navigating the inclusive educa-
tion resources, instead of looking for information formal-
ly released by school districts participants reported their
reliance on “hearsay”, or the second-hand information
circulated in the parents’ online groups shared by parents
with similar experiences. This finding is consist with pri-
or research that indicated that, Chinese society tends to
rely on “guanxi” (personal relationships) between parties
for a potential transaction, rather than resorting to laws
and law enforcement. This provides the basis for trust
and is, therefore, a source of stability (Chen, 1999).

It is important to note that our sample was made up
almost entirely of well-educated parents with middle to
high income levels. Given the relatively high socio-eco-
nomic status, these parents are more likely to have a large
and powerful social network (Bourdieu, 1990). Howev-
er, even given these advantages, they had considerable
difficulty obtaining access to schooling and many had to
devote considerable time and resources that went beyond
what is normally expected of a parent. This finding sug-
gests a future research direction needing to focus more on
advocacy among parents from low social economic status
and their experience advocating for their child with ASD.

Parents’ Commentary on Educational Rights Features
a Self-deprecating Tone

In this study, we found that parents are using a self-depre-
cating tone when asked about their perspectives on their
children’s right to education with ASD. In this study, 14
out of 16 participants indicated that they believed their
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child’s educational rights depended on their ability and
the degree to which they were teachable in the absence
of additional supports. With such a mindset, parents of
children with ASD seemed to be more concerned about
interfering with other students in the classroom than their
child’s own educational rights and benefits in an inclusive
classroom. This attitude is in keeping with Chinese cul-
tural values around placing paramount importance on
the wellbeing of agroup over that of an individual.

Parents in this study were concerned that their child
may be interfering with others’ learning. This finding
shows that parental advocacy in China for children with
ASD is different from the early parental advocacy move-
ment in the U.S. In the U.S., parents formed local, re-
gional, and national organizations such as the Associa-
tion for Retarded Citizens (now the ARC) for applying
organized legal and political pressure at the local, state,
and federal levels. Parental advocacy development adopt-
ed a bottom-up and confrontational model where parent
groups were critical in providing information and exert-
ing pressure, first through the court system and subse-
quently on Congress to write and enact legislation (Yell
et al.,1998). Education for children with disabilities was
considered as a fundamental right. By contrast, parents
in China take a cooperative path by achieving individ-
ual informal arrangements with schools via using their
social connections “guanxi” and view their child’s right
to inclusive education to be dependent on the abilities
of their child. Parents even mentioned that segregated
setting may be a better placement due to challenging be-
havior and low cognitive ability.

Researchers suggested that what defines inclusion is
not a physical space, but the social belongingness and
such distinction has been also discussed in the litera-
ture as “physical inclusion” vs. “social inclusion” (Kirby,
2017). Without adequate support system from public
schools and training of both special and general educa-
tion teachers, it is reasonable for parents to think that
segregated school is a better option despite of advantages
associated with inclusive education (Amor et al., 2019).
Future studies need to focus on understanding supported
needed by students with ASD in public schools and ad-
dress these needs in collaboration with parents, research-
ers, as well as general and special education teachers.

Parents’ Internalization of Social Stigma Attached to
ASD

The absence of a legal safeguard for the service right to in-
clusive education may also have resulted in parents inter-
nalizing the social stigma associated with ASD. Further-

more, parents may be in a vulnerable position in conflict
resolution with schools because of the informal schooling
agreement made via guanxi. In this study, parents indi-
cated that they adopted a submissive strategy in deal-
ing with matters concerning their children’s education,
which entails maximizing attempts at integration while
avoiding conflict. In this case, parents have a diminished
involvement in making or influencing any decision on
their children’s placement at school or school requests
regarding their parental roles. We found that parents
endure prejudice and stigma because of low acceptabil-
ity toward ASD at school. Out of the 16 parents, 12 re-
ported incidences of bullying at school directed towards
their children and themselves as parents from a variety of
stakeholders, including students without disabilities and
their parents, schoolteachers, and school administrators.
In this situation, some parents may have chosen to ra-
tionalize the mistreatment by perceiving it as a means
of fostering adaptability or experiences that may prepare
their growing children for adulthood when they will have
to deal with social stigma. Future research needs to un-
derstand how parents cope with stigma, the reasons why
they consider bullying as necessary life lessons for their
children, and ways to reduce stigma toward individuals
with ASD and their families.

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The purpose of this study was to examine parents’ per-
ceptions on their children’s education in an inclusive
classroom following the implementation of LRC and this
study contributes to an empirical investigation of paren-
tal advocacy experiences in China. In the process of ad-
vocating for the educational rights of their children with
ASD, parents have been found to face a few obstacles,
ranging from a lack of trained specialists to inadequate
and undeveloped legal safeguard. In response, parents
sought assistance from personal ties and justified and in-
ternalized the stigma associated with ASD. It is necessary
to comprehend parents’ experiences to get insight into
the current difficulties of inclusive education in China
and to determine the path of future progress.

Regarding the implications for practice and policy
of the present study, we propose the following: (1) Our
results highlight the need of implementing measures to
guarantee the LRC policy is carried out. This may in-
clude fostering cooperation between general education
and special education instructors as well as boosting the
number of special education teachers in public schools.
It is not feasible to require a parent working full-time at
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a school to provide services for their children. Training
support staff, such as paraprofessionals, is critical to the
educational achievement of kids with ASD; (2) Just as
children with ASD need a great deal of help, their parents
who advocate for their rights often experience tremen-
dous stress. Consequently, it is important to guarantee
that children with ASD have access to public education
regardless of their parents’ financial situation or the se-
verity of their condition through legal mandates; and
(3) Children with ASD continue to face social stigma
attached to their disabilities. The stigmatization of ASD
means a greater emphasis must be placed on ASD aware-
ness education and more advocacy initiatives are needed
in the public discourse.

LIMITATIONS

There are several limitations to this research. First, par-
ticipants in this research were recruited from online par-
ents’ groups. This recruitment method may have exclud-
ed parents who have no access to online resources or are
not interested in online networking. Therefore, the result
may not be generalized to students in different family
backgrounds. The second limitation is the small sample
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