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Abstract  

Inclusive education of pupils with special educational needs (SEN) has become a 
global trend. However, a considerable number of studies have shown that mere 
enrolment in mainstream classrooms is not enough to support the social participation 
of pupils with SEN. These children are at risk of experiencing difficulties in their 
involvement with peers at school. Thus, the question arises of how social participation 
can be fostered in mainstream classrooms. A systematic review of 35 studies was 
conducted to investigate which interventions are effective in inclusive mainstream 
preschool and elementary classrooms. Teaching interaction strategies to typically 
developing pupils, group activities in the academic context (cooperative learning and 
peer-tutoring), support groups for pupils with SEN, and training paraprofessionals to 
facilitate social interactions, were found to improve the social participation of pupils 
with SEN in general education classrooms. Nevertheless, there is need for more 
intervention studies implementing a variety of strategies and including different 
groups of pupils with SEN. 

Keywords: inclusive classrooms; social interactions; social acceptance; friendship; 

intervention 
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1. Introduction 

The UN Convention on the Human Rights of Persons with Disabilities guarantees the right of persons with 

disabilities to an inclusive education system at all levels (United Nations, 2006). As a consequence, in recent 

decades, inclusive education of pupils with special educational needs (SEN) in mainstream schools has 

become a global trend (Bless, 2004; Huber 2006; Koster, Nakken, Pijl, & van Houten, 2009; Pijl, Frostad, & 

Flem, 2008; Ruijs & Peetsma, 2009). Enrolment in mainstream classrooms is meant to give pupils with SEN 

the opportunity to live and learn next to typically developing (TD) children of the same age and to be 

considered full members of the classroom and the community. However, many studies reveal that the social 

participation of pupils with SEN in inclusive classrooms is not optimal and therefore interventions are 

clearly needed. Yet, sound knowledge on effective teaching practices in this domain is lacking. Our review 

attempts to fill this gap and provide an overview of the research on the topic. The following question shall be 

answered: What type of school-based interventions can foster the social participation of pupils with SEN in 

mainstream preschool and primary classrooms? 

Firstly, we describe the results of studies on the social participation of pupils with SEN in general education 

classrooms. Secondly, we present a systematic review of the research identifying school-based interventions 

aiming to foster the social participation of children with SEN in general education classrooms. Compared to 

other reviews and meta-analyses published up to the present, which focus on a specific group of children 

with SEN, mainly children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD), this study takes into account all pupils 

with SEN (e.g., children with learning disabilities, intellectual disability, ASD, and behavioural difficulties). 

In addition, while the previous reviews and meta-analyses describe only studies published in English, our 

systematic research also considers studies in German and French. 

 

1.1 Social participation of SEN pupils in inclusive classrooms 

The concept of social participation usually involves the aspects of engagement in activities, feelings of 

belonging, and social interactions (Eriksson & Granlund, 2004; Falkmer, Granlund, Nilhom, & Falkmer, 

2012; Hammel et al., 2008). The concept can be defined in many different ways, however, depending on the 

context (e.g., school, leisure, professional life; Bossaert, Colpin, Pijl, & Petri, 2013; Falkmer et al., 2012; 

Simeonsson, Carlson, Huntington, Sturtz McMillen, & Brent, 2001). In the context of inclusive primary 

school, Koster and her colleagues (2009) carried out a review of the literature to evaluate the definitions used 

in different studies to describe the social participation of pupils with SEN included in mainstream 

classrooms. They identified four dimensions of social participation in inclusive classrooms: (1) the 

acceptance of pupils with SEN, (2) the pupils’ perceptions of their acceptance by the classmates, (3) the 

presence of positive social interactions between pupils with SEN and their classmates, and (4) social 

relationships/friendships. Intuitively, the social interactions between pupils with SEN and their classmates 

can be regarded as the most essential dimension for social participation. Without social interactions with 

classmates, it is technically impossible for pupils with SEN to build friendships or to be socially accepted by 

them. Further, social acceptance not only manifests itself within social interactions, but can also facilitate 

social interactions and consequently the creation of friendships. From the individual perspective, feeling 

accepted by peers and having friends is important for positive experiences in social participation. In the 

following section, the research on the social participation of pupils with SEN will be described along these 

four dimensions. 
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1.1.1. Social acceptance of pupils with SEN 

The most studied dimension of social participation is the social acceptance of pupils with SEN. A majority of 

the studies show that pupils with SEN included in preschool or primary classrooms are more often rejected 

and less well accepted by their peers than TD pupils (Avramidis, 2013; Cambra & Silvestre, 2003; Estell et 

al., 2008; Frederickson, Simmonds, Evans, & Soulsby, 2007; Freeman & Alkin, 2000; Garrote, 2016; 

Grütter, Meyer, & Glenz, 2015; Hestenes & Carroll, 2000; Huber & Wilbert, 2012; Koster, Pijl, Nakken, & 

van Houten, 2010; Krull, Wilbert, & Henneman, 2014; de Monchy, Pijl, & Zandberg, 2004; Nadeau & 

Tessier, 2003; Nowicki, 2003; Nepi, Fioravanti, Nannini, & Peru, 2015; Odom & Diamond, 1998; Pijl & 

Frostad, 2010; Pijl, Skaalvic, & Skaalvic, 2010; Rotheram-Fuller, Kasari, Chamberlain, & Locke, 2010; 

Yude, Goodman, McConachie, 1998). This is the case not only during recess but also in the classroom 

(Cambra & Silvestre, 2003; Frederickson et al., 2007). TD pupils in primary schools prefer not to work with 

pupils with SEN or with low-achieving pupils (Huber & Wilbert, 2012; Krull et al., 2014; de Monchy et al., 

2004). These findings mean that achievement plays an important role regarding the acceptance of pupils in 

primary school. Additionally, social acceptance by peers depends on the social behaviour of children with 

SEN (Avramidis, 2013; Huber & Wilbert, 2012; Pijl et al., 2008; Schwab, Gebhardt, Krammer, & Gasteiger-

Klicpera, 2015). Thus, pupils with behavioural difficulties (BD) are at greater risk of being rejected by their 

peers than pupils with learning disabilities (LD) or motor and/or sensory disabilities (Avramidis, 2010; Krull 

et al., 2014; Pijl et al., 2008). 

 

1.1.2. Self-perception of SEN pupils of their social acceptance 

Findings are more ambivalent regarding the pupils’ perception of their social acceptance. Some studies 

involving 6- to 9-year-old pupils with SEN show that their perception of social acceptance does not differ 

from the perception of their peers, who are more accepted (Koster et al., 2010; Krull et al., 2014). Studies 

involving older pupils with SEN found that these pupils feel less socially accepted and report more feelings 

of loneliness than their TD peers (Cambra & Silvestre, 2003; Schwab et al., 2015). Nevertheless, altogether, 

the SEN pupils’ self-perception of social acceptance is positive, even if their real social acceptance in the 

classroom is low (Avramidis, 2013, Cambra & Silvestre, 2003; Koster et al., 2010; Krull et al., 2014; 

Schwab et al., 2015). The question arises as to whether other aspects of social participation, such as being 

involved in social interactions or having friends, may have an effect on the pupils’ self-perception of social 

acceptance. Indeed, friendships can have a positive influence on the socio-emotional development of 

children (Gifford-Smith & Brownell, 2003) and can reduce the negative impact of social rejection (Peters, 

Riksen-Walraven, Cillessen, & de Weerth, 2011; Hodges, Boivin, Vitaro, & Bukowski; 2011). 

 

1.1.3. Social interactions between pupils with and without SEN 

Only a few studies have focused on social interactions; however, they show consistently that pupils with 

SEN are less involved in social interactions with their peers than their TD classmates in preschool and 

primary school. This has been especially shown for pupils with ASD, intellectual disability (ID), and Down 

syndrome (Hestenes & Carroll, 2000; Kasari, Locke, Gulsrud, & Rotheram-Fuller, 2011; Kemp & Carter, 

2002; Koster et al., 2010; Scheepstra, Nakken, & Pijl, 1999). Studies on the social interactions of other 

groups of pupils with SEN are lacking. Extending knowledge on this dimension of social participation is 

important because a lack of interactions often leads to an inability to create stable social relationships and 

friendships. 
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1.1.4. Friendships and social relationships of pupils with SEN 

The findings regarding the social relationships and friendships of pupils with SEN in inclusive classrooms 

are not very clear. Many studies have shown that pupils with SEN included in preschool and primary school 

have fewer friends than their TD peers (Avramidis, 2013; Estell et al., 2008; Frostad & Pijl, 2007; Koster et 

al., 2010; Odom & Diamond, 1998; Pijl et al., 2008; Rotheram-Fuller et al., 2010; Yude et al., 1998); 

however, other studies have not found this difference (Avramidis, 2010; Garrote, 2016; Grütter et al., 2015; 

Walker, 2007). Clearly, more studies are needed to investigate which factors might facilitate the creation and 

maintenance of social relationships and friendships in some cases, but not in others. 

 

1.2 Implemented interventions 

Pupils with SEN included in mainstream classrooms seem to be at risk of experiencing difficulties in their 

social participation. This raises questions about the implementation of the interventions and the framework 

conditions. Historically, the first approach that was investigated involved teaching social skills to children 

with SEN (Bierman & Powers, 2009). Several meta-analyses have shown, however, that these interventions 

have rather weak effects on the social skills of pupils with LD, ASD or BD, and on their social acceptance in 

class (Bellini, Peters, Benner, & Hopf, 2007; Kavale & Forness, 1996; Kavale & Mostert, 2004; Quinn, 

Kavale, Mathur, Rutherford, & Forness, 1999). These rather deceiving results could be because the evaluated 

interventions were often implemented separately from the natural context of the children, for example, in 

clinical settings or pull-off resources (Bellini et al., 2007; Kavale & Forness, 1996; Quinn et al., 1999). 

Therefore, it is possible that pupils with SEN could not transfer the learned social skills into a natural context 

with their peers. In addition, focusing exclusively on children with SEN and not involving their TD peers in 

the interventions may not help to change the latter’s perception and behaviour towards pupils with SEN 

(Soodak & McCarthy, 2006).  

Up to the present, the reviews and meta-analyses evaluating the effects of interventions with dependent 

variables other than the social skills of pupils with SEN have focused only on one or two dimensions of 

social participation, social interactions and social relationships/friendships (e.g., Camargo et al., 2014; 

McConnell, 2002; Whalon, Conroy, Martinez, & Werch, 2015). There is clearly a need for reviews using a 

broader definition of the concept of social participation, involving the evaluation of interventional effects not 

only on social interactions but also on the social acceptance, perceived social acceptance, and social 

relationships/friendships of pupils with SEN. This systematic review aims to identify and describe different 

studies evaluating the effect of interventions developed to foster the social participation of pupils with SEN 

in preschool and primary mainstream classrooms. 

 

2. Methodology 

This review involves studies on the topic published between January 1990 and June 2016 in the databases 

PsycINFO, PSYINDEX, ERIC, FIS Bildung, and FRANCIS searched with the key words inclusive 

education or inclusion, combined with the key words social participation or its dimensions (social 

relationships/friendships, social interactions, social acceptance, social self-concept/social self-perception), as 

well as different key words used to designate pupils having special educational needs (e.g., learning 

disability, language disability, behavioural disorders/problems, intellectual disability, visual impairment, 
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hearing impairment, motor impairment, and autism). The key words were entered in English, German, and 

French. Only journal contributions were included. Figure 1 shows the number of identified and selected 

records. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In a first step, records identified through the database search were selected if their titles matched the topic of 

interest. In a second step, the references of selected records, as well as of meta-analyses and reviews on the 

topic were searched for further records. The third step consisted of screening the abstracts of the selected 

records and excluding them if they did not meet the selection criteria. Finally, the full-text articles were 

assessed for eligibility. The articles were included in the review only if they corresponded to the following 

selection criteria. (a) The study evaluated the effects of school-based interventions aiming to foster the social 

participation of children with SEN in mainstream preschools or primary classrooms. (b) All participating 

pupils with SEN were full-time members of a general education classroom. (c) The study had an 

experimental, a quasi-experimental, or a single-case experimental design. (d) The study was published in a 

peer-reviewed journal. 

A total of 66 articles seemed to correspond to the criteria according to the titles and abstracts. Among these 

articles, 31 were excluded after reading the content, in several cases because the pupils with SEN were 

enrolled in special education or self-contained classrooms and were therefore not full-time members of a 

Figure 1 

Flowchart of the search for and inclusion of studies 
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general education classroom with TD peers (e.g., Hartzell, Gann, Liaupsin, & Clem, 2015; Hundert, Rowe, 

& Harrison, 2014; McFadden, Kamps, & Heitzman-Powell, 2013; Stanton-Chapman & Brown, 2015; 

Stanton-Chapman & Snell, 2011). No studies in French or German fulfilled the criteria. The study of Kamps 

et al. (2002) fulfilled all criteria, but was excluded because the results were also reported in Kamps et al. 

(1992) and Kamps, Barbetta, Leonard, and Delquadri (1994). A final total of 35 articles were selected for the 

review, 14 of which were found in the reviews of Camargo et al. (2014), Chang and Locke (2016), Harrower 

and Dunlap (2001), and Watkins et al. (2015). 

 

3. Results 

Of the 35 selected studies, 14 evaluate school-based interventions taking place in preschool settings, 15 in 

primary schools and six in preschool and primary schools. The detailed content of the studies is summarized 

in tables 1, 2, and 3. In the following sections, the interventions are described based on the type of school-

based intervention. Three intervention types were identified: teaching interaction strategies (table 1), group 

activities (table 2), and training of paraprofessionals (table 3). More than half of the studies (n = 19) measure 

the effects of teaching interaction strategies to pupils on the social interactions among them. A third of the 

studies (n = 12) measure the effects of group activities. A minority of the studies (n = 4) measure the effects 

of training paraprofessionals with the goal to increase the frequency of social interactions between pupils 

with SEN and their peers. The intervention effects are reported in relation to the four dimensions of social 

participation (friendships, social interactions, social acceptance, and perceived social acceptance). In single 

case studies, effects are considered positive if a meaningful change in the dependent variable was established 

for at least three-fourths of the participants, as recommended by the Council for Exceptional Children 

(2014). Effects are described as mixed if a significant change occurred for less than three-fourths of the 

participants. For single-case studies, as well as group studies, effects are described as mixed if a positive 

effect was established when the intervention was implemented, but was not maintained once the intervention 

was removed. Finally, effects were described as neutral when neither positive, negative or mixed effects 

were found. Effect sizes were not reported in most studies. When they were reported, different types of effect 

sizes were used among the group studies (Cohen’s d or η2
)

 
and the single case studies (percentage of non-

overlapping data or Tau-U). For some of the single-case studies included in this review the effect sizes (non-

overlap of all pairs and Tau-U) were calculated in the meta-analysis by Whalon et al. (2015). When 

researchers did not offer an interpretation of effect sizes, the guidelines suggested by Cohen (1988) for group 

studies and by Scruggs and Mastropieri (1998) for single-case studies were used to categorize effects as 

small, medium or large. 
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Table 1 

Articles included in the review: teaching interaction strategies   

Authors (year) Target pupils 

(number, age) 

Intervention Involved pupils Implementation Measures Effect 

Banda et al. (2010) ASD (n = 2; 6 y) Interaction strategies to SEN pupils 

and peers 

Entire class  Teachers Interactions +  

Batchelor & Taylor 

(2005) 

ID (n = 1; 4 y) Awareness, interaction strategies, 

and social problem solving to peers 

Entire class Teacher Interactions 

Acceptance 

+ 

+ 

Goldstein & Cisar 

(1992) 

ASD (n = 2; NR), 

BD (n = 1; NR) 

Interaction strategies to peers Two selected peers 

per SEN pupil 

Teachers Interactions + 

Goldstein et al. (1997) ID (n = 8; 3 – 5 y) Awareness and interaction 

strategies to peers 

One selected peer 

per SEN pupil 

Researchers Interactions 

Acceptance 

+ 

+ 

Goldstein et al. (1992) ASD (n = 5; 2 – 6 y) Interaction strategies to peers Entire class Teachers or researchers Interactions + 

Harjusola-Webb et al. 

(2012) 

ASD (n = 1; 5 y) Interaction strategies to peers Entire class Teachers Interactions + 

Harper et al. (2008) ASD (n = 2; 8 – 9 y)  Interaction strategies to peers Six volunteering 

peers 

Researchers Interactions + 

Hundert & Houghton 

(1992) 

DD (n = 9),  

BD (n = 2), HI (n =1),  

VI (n = 1); (3 – 5 y) 

Interaction strategies to SEN pupils 

and peers 

Entire class Therapists and teachers Interactions 

Acceptance 

mixed 

neutral 

Kamps et al. (2015) ASD (n = 95; 6 – 8 y) Interactions strategies to SEN 

pupils and peers 

Four to six selected 

peers per SEN pupil 

Speech language 

pathologists, 

paraprofessionals, 

special education 

teachers, or counsellors  

Interactions + 
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Articles included in the review: teaching interaction strategies   

Authors (year) Target pupils 

(number, age) 

Intervention Involved pupils Implementation Measures Effect 

Kamps et al. (1992) ASD (n = 3; 7 y) Interaction strategies to SEN pupils 

and peers 

Entire class Teacher Interactions + 

Katz & Girolametto 

(2013) 

ASD (n = 3; 4 – 5 y) Interaction strategies to SEN pupils 

and two selected peers 

Two peers per SEN 

pupil 

Teachers Interactions + 

Kohler et al. (2007) ASD (n = 1; 4 y) Interaction strategies to peers Six peers Teacher Interactions + 

Mason et al. (2014) ASD (n = 3; 6 – 8 y) Interaction strategies to peers Four to six selected 

peers per SEN pupil 

Speech language 

pathologist, 

paraprofessional, or 

researcher 

Interactions + 

McGrath et al. (2003) ASD (n = 1; 4 y) Interaction strategies to six selected 

peers 

Entire class Researcher Interactions + 

Nelson et al. (2007) ASD (n = 4; 3 – 4 y) Interaction strategies to SEN pupils 

and peers  

Entire class Research assistants Interactions + 

Owen-De Schryver et al. 

(2008) 

ASD (n = 3; 7 – 10 y) Awareness and interaction 

strategies to peers 

Two to four selected 

peers per SEN pupil 

Researchers Interactions + 

Pierce & Schreibman 

(1997) 

ASD (n = 2; 7 – 8 y) Interaction strategies to peers Six peers NR Interactions + 

Storey et al. (1993) DD (n = 8; 4 y) Interaction strategies to peers Two selected peers 

per SEN pupil 

Classroom assistants Interactions + 

Thiemann & Goldstein 

(2004) 

ASD (n = 5; 6 – 9 y)  Interaction strategies to peers Two selected peers 

per SEN pupil 

Teachers and/or 

researchers 

Interactions 

Acceptance 

+ 

+ 

DD = developmental delays, HI = hearing impairment, NR = not reported, VI = visual impairment 
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Table 2 

Articles included in the review: group activities    

Authors (year) Target pupils  

(number, age) 

Intervention Involved pupils Implementation Measures Effect 

Dugan et al. (1995) ASD (n = 2; 9 – 10 y) Cooperative learning Entire class Teacher and 

paraprofessional 

Interactions + 

Frea et al. (1999) DD (n = 2; 4 y) Structured play and 

friendship activities 

Entire class Teachers Interactions mixed 

Frederickson & Turner 

(2003) 

BD (n = 20; 6 – 12 y) Circle of Friends Four to eight selected peers 

per circle 

Research assistants 

and teachers 

Acceptance 

Perceived 

acceptance 

+ 

neutral 

Frederickson et al. (2005) ASD (n = 1),  

BD (n = 6),  

LD (n = 7); (6 – 11 y) 

Circle of Friends Six to eight volunteer peers 

per circle 

Assistant 

educational 

psychologist 

 

Acceptance mixed 

Fuchs et al. (2002) LD (n = 25; 8 – 11 y) Peer tutoring Entire class Teachers Acceptance 

(Friendship)* 

+ 

 

Hunt et al. (1997) ASD (n = 1; 10 y),  

DD (n = 1; 5 y),  

ID (n = 1; 10 y)  

Multi-component 

intervention  

Entire class Teachers, speech 

language therapists, 

and researchers 

Interactions + 

Jacques et al. (1998) ID (n = 24; 9 – 11 y) Cooperative learning Entire class Researcher Acceptance + 

Kalyva & Avramidis 

(2005) 

ASD (n = 5; 3 – 4 y) Circle of Friends Five selected peers per circle Teacher Interactions + 

Kamps et al. (1994) ASD (n = 3; 8 – 9 y)  Peer tutoring Entire class Researchers and 

teachers 

Interactions + 

Koegel et al. (2012) ASD (n = 3; 9 – 12 y) Interest clubs Six to ten volunteer peers per 

club  

Research assistants  Interactions + 
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Articles included in the review: group activities    

Authors (year) Target pupils  

(number, age) 

Intervention Involved pupils Implementation Measures Effect 

Shechtman (1997), 

elementary pupils 

BD (n = 112; NR) Therapeutic group 

counselling 

Entire class Teachers Acceptance 

Perceived 

acceptance 

neutral 

neutral 

Sideridis et al. (1997) ID (n = 1; 13y),  

LD (n = 2; 12 – 13y) 

Peer tutoring Entire class Teacher Interactions + 

*Friendships were only measured after the intervention 

 

 

Table 3 

Articles included in the review: training of paraprofessionals   

Authors (year) Target pupils 

(number, age) 

Intervention Involved pupils Implementation Measures Effect 

Feldman & Matos (2012) ASD (n = 3; 5 – 8 y ) Facilitating interactions Entire class Paraprofessionals Interactions + 

Kretzmann et al. (2015) ASD (n = 24; 6 – 11 y) Facilitating interactions  Peers at recess Paraprofessionals Interactions + 

Licciardello et al. (2008) ASD (n = 4; 6 – 8 y) Facilitating interactions Peers at recess Paraprofessionals Interactions + 

Malmgren et al. (2005) BD (n = 3, NR) Facilitating interactions Entire class Paraprofessionals Interactions mixed 
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3.1 Teaching interaction strategies 

Almost all of the studies measuring the effects of teaching interaction strategies to pupils are single case 

studies. Only one study is an experimental study with control group (Kamps et al., 2015). In most of the 

studies, interaction strategies were only taught to TD pupils. In other cases, both, pupils with SEN and their 

TD peers, learned strategies to communicate with each other. A majority of interventions were implemented 

by teachers alone or in collaboration with the researchers. 

Participants: The 19 studies included 163 pupils with SEN, aged 2 to 10 years. The number of participants 

per study varies from one to 95. The majority of the pupils (n = 132) were diagnosed with ASD. Nine 

participants had ID, 17 pupils had a developmental delay (DD), three had BD, one had a hearing impairment, 

and one had a visual impairment.  

Interventions: Thirteen studies evaluated the effects of teaching interaction strategies to TD peers to increase 

or improve their social interactions with pupils with ASD, BD, DD, or ID (Batchelor & Taylor, 2005; 

Goldstein & Cisar, 1992; Goldstein, Kaczmarek, Pennington, & Shafer, 1992; Goldstein, English, Shafer, & 

Kaczmarek, 1997; Harjusola-Webb, Hubbell, & Bedesem, 2012; Harper, Symon, & Frea, 2008; Kohler, 

Greteman, Raschke, & Highnam, 2007; Mason et al., 2014; McGrath, Bosch, Sullivan, & Fuqua, 2003; 

Owen-DeSchryver, Carr, Cale, & Blakeley-Smith, 2008; Pierce & Schreibman, 1997; Storey, Smith, & 

Strain, 1993; Thiemann & Goldstein, 2004). The strategies taught by adults involved mainly the initiation 

and maintenance of social interactions during episodes of free play (e.g., suggesting games, sharing or 

exchanging objects, initiating a conversation, making compliments or commenting on an ongoing game). 

Two studies evaluated the programme “Stay, Play, Talk”. In this intervention, selected TD pupils (Goldstein 

et al., 1997) or all TD classmates (Batchelor & Taylor, 2005) learned strategies to initiate and maintain 

interactions with their peers with ID.  

In six studies, pupils with ASD, DD, BD, or visual and hearing impairments were also taught how to better 

interact with their TD peers (Banda, Hart, & Lui-Gitz, 2010; Hundert & Houghton, 1992; Kamps et al., 

1992; Kamps et al., 2015; Katz & Girolametto, 2013; Nelson, McDonnell, Johnston, Crompton, & Nelson, 

2007). For example, in the intervention programme “Keys to Play” (Nelson et al., 2007), preschool pupils 

learned to use a golden key to initiate interactions with their peers with ASD. Pupils with ASD were 

simultaneously taught by an adult to respond to the visual trigger (golden key) or to initiate a game by using 

the key as well. 

Effects: Almost all the reviewed studies showed positive intervention effects on the social interactions 

between pupils with ASD, BD, DD, and ID and their TD peers regarding the frequency, duration, and/or 

quality of the social interactions. Effect sizes were only mentioned by Banda et al. (2010), Katz and 

Girolametto (2013), and Mason et al. (2014). They reported medium to large effect sizes. In their meta-

analysis, Whalon et al. (2015) also reported medium to large effect sizes for some of the single-case studies 

described in this section (Kohler et al., 2007; Nelson et al., 2007; Owen-DeSchryver et al., 2008; Thiemann 

& Goldstein, 2004). Several of these studies show that this positive effect was generalized or maintained 

once the intervention was removed (Batchelor & Taylor, 2005; Harper et al., 2008; Kamps et al., 1992; 

Kamps et al., 2015; Katz & Girolametto, 2013; Kohler et al., 2007; Nelson et al., 2007; Pierce & 

Schreibman, 1997; Thiemann & Goldstein, 2004). In the only study finding a mixed effect (Hundert & 

Houghton, 1992), a meaningful increase in interactions was found during the intervention, but this effect was 

neither generalized nor maintained once the intervention was removed.  

11 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 
Three studies found positive effects on the social acceptance of pupils with SEN, regardless of whether all 

classmates or only some were involved in the intervention, but do not mention effect sizes (Batchelor & 

Taylor, 2005; Goldstein et al., 1997; Thiemann & Goldstein, 2004). Indeed, the study by Thiemann and 

Goldstein (2004) revealed a positive influence on the TD pupils who did not actively participate in the 

intervention. Their social acceptance towards peers with ASD seemed to also improve. In contrast, one study 

found no positive effect on the social acceptance of pupils with SEN (Hundert & Houghton, 1992). 

 

3.2 Group activities 

Half of the studies measuring the effects of group activities on the social participation of children with SEN 

are experimental or quasi-experimental studies (n = 6). The others are single-case studies (n = 6). Two 

intervention strategies were implemented: group activities in the academic context (peer tutoring and 

cooperative learning), and group activities in the social context (e.g., support groups, interest clubs, group 

counselling, friendship activities, and structured play). In most studies, the group activities were moderated 

by teachers alone or in collaboration with the researchers.  

Participants: A total of 216 pupils with SEN, aged 3 to 13 years, participated in these studies. The number of 

participants per study varies from two to 112. The participants are described as having BD (n = 138), LD (n 

= 34), ID (n = 26), ASD (n = 15), or DD (n = 3). 

Interventions: Five studies evaluated the effects of cooperative learning and peer tutoring involving pupils 

with LD, ID, or ASD and their TD peers (Dugan et al., 1995; Fuchs, Fuchs, Mathes, & Martinez, 2002; 

Jacques, Wilton, & Townsend, 1998; Kamps et al., 1994; Sideridis et al., 1997). For example, in the study of 

Jacques et al. (1998), cooperative learning groups were implemented for six weeks in several classrooms 

during geography lessons. Fuchs and his colleagues (2002) studied the effects of peer tutoring in reading 

classes on the social acceptance and friendships of pupils with LD and their TD peers. Higher-performing 

pupils were paired with lower-performing pupils during the reading sessions, alternating the role of tutor and 

tutee. 

In seven studies, the group activities were related to social topics. The group interventions involved 

structured play and friendship activities for pupils with DD and their TD peers (Frea, Craig-Unkefer, Odom, 

& Johnson, 1999), interest clubs during lunch or recess in which pupils with ASD and their TD peers were 

involved in fun activities related to a topic of interest of the pupils with ASD (Koegel, Vernon, Koegel, 

Koegel, & Paullin, 2012), weekly therapeutic group counselling for the whole class (Shechtman, 1997), or 

support groups focused on pupils with BD, LD, or ASD involving their TD peers (Frederickson & Turner, 

2003; Frederickson, Warren, & Turner, 2005; Kalyva & Avramidis, 2005). In the study of Frederickson and 

Turner (2003), support groups called “Circle of Friends” were created to discuss strategies weekly to solve 

the social problems and help pupils with BD. The study of Hunt, Farron-Davis, Wrenn, Hirose-Hatae, and 

Goetz (1997) is the only one evaluating a multi-component intervention including (1) information provision 

on the communication system and adapted curriculum of children with SEN, (2) the use of media to facilitate 

interactions, and (3) a partner system in which interactions are prompted and promoted by teachers. 

Effects: In five studies (two experimental studies and three single-case studies), the implementation of group 

activities in an academic context involving pupils with ASD, BD, DD, ID, and LD and their TD peers, 

namely cooperative learning and peer tutoring, had a positive impact on the social interactions and social 

acceptance of pupils with SEN (Dugan et al., 1995; Fuchs et al., 2002; Jacques et al., 1998; Kamps et al., 

1994; Sideridis et al., 1997). Cooperative learning and peer tutoring also positively influenced the academic 
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achievement of pupils with and without SEN (Dugan et al., 1995; Kamps et al., 1994; Sideris et al., 1997). 

Effect sizes for these interventions were not reported.  

The effects of group activities in a social context depended of the type of intervention. Findings of three 

experimental studies suggest that support groups such as the “Circle of Friends” have a positive effect on the 

social acceptance and social interactions of pupils with ASD, BD, and LD (Frederickson & Turner, 2003; 

Frederickson et al., 2005; Kalyva & Avramidis, 2005). In two of these studies medium to large effect sizes 

were reported (Frederickson & Turner, 2003; Frederickson et al., 2005). However, “Circle of Friends” had 

no significant impact on the perception of pupils with SEN regarding their social acceptance in the peer 

group (Frederickson & Turner, 2003). In addition, the positive effects did not seem to last once the “Circle of 

Friends” was no longer implemented (Frederickson et al., 2005). Interest clubs had a positive effect on 

interactions with peers during recess for children with ASD, but no effect size was reported (Koegel et al., 

2012). A multi-component intervention to foster interactions with pupils with SEN also had a positive effect 

on interactions, but effect size was not reported (Hunt et al., 1997). Structured play and friendship activities 

in preschool classrooms, as well as therapeutic group counselling in primary classrooms, did not have a 

significant positive effect on the social interactions, the social acceptance, and self-perceived social 

acceptance of pupils with SEN (Frea et al., 1999; Shechtman, 1997).  

 

3.3 Training of paraprofessionals 

Three of the studies measuring the effects of training paraprofessionals with the goal of increasing the 

frequency of social interactions between pupils with SEN and their peers are single-case studies (Feldman & 

Matos, 2012; Licciardello, Harchik, & Luiselli, 2008; Malmgren, Causton-Theoharis, & Trezek, 2005). One 

of them is an experimental study (Kretzmann, Shih, & Kasari, 2015). 

Participants: These studies involved 34 pupils with SEN, aged 5 to 11 years. The number of target 

participants varies from three to 24. The participants are described as having ASD (n = 31) or BD (n = 3). 

Intervention: The interventions reported in these studies targeted paraprofessionals who accompanied pupils 

with ASD or BD. Paraprofessionals received short trainings to learn how to facilitate social interactions 

between pupils with SEN and their TD peers. The training involved techniques in modelling, triggering, and 

positive reinforcement to stimulate the initiation and maintenance of social interactions. In a study by 

Kretzmann et al. (2015), for example, the paraprofessionals received active coaching to learn how to 

facilitate social interactions between pupils with ASD and their peers.  

Effects: Three studies (two single-case studies and one experimental study) showed positive intervention 

effects of training paraprofessionals on the frequency and/or the quality of the social interactions between 

pupils with ASD and their TD peers (Feldman & Matos, 2012; Kretzman et al., 2015; Licciardello et al., 

2008). Two studies reported medium to large effect sizes (Kretzman et al., 2015; Licciardello et al., 2008). In 

contrast, the single-case study conducted with children with BD yielded mixed findings (Malmgren, et al., 

2005). The average rate of interactions increased for the three participants, but the low percentage of non-

overlapping data reported by the authors suggests that the intervention had a small positive effect for one 

participant, and a neutral effect for the other two participants. 

 

4. Discussion 
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The goal of this systematic review was to identify and describe studies assessing the effects of interventions 

in mainstream preschool and primary classrooms aiming to improve the social participation of included 

pupils with SEN. Social participation of pupils with SEN has been defined along the four dimensions found 

by Koster and her colleagues (2009): the social acceptance of pupils with SEN by their peers, their self-

perception of their own social acceptance, their social interactions with the peers and their social 

relationships/friendships with peers.  

 

4.1 School-based interventions and their effectiveness 

Different types of school-based interventions were identified in this systematic review: teaching interaction 

strategies to TD pupils, group activities in the academic or social context, and training of paraprofessionals 

to facilitate social interactions among pupils with ASD, BD, DD, HI, ID, LD, and VI and their TD peers. 

Although a majority of the studies report a positive impact of interventions, not all intervention types can be 

regarded as evidence-based. For most of them research is currently insufficient. 

Based on the findings of this review, teaching social interaction skills to TD pupils in preschool and primary 

school classrooms is well documented and can be considered as an evidence-based intervention to improve 

social interactions among pupils with ASD, BD, DD, and ID and their TD peers. Indeed, several 

methodologically thorough studies revealed positive effects and reported medium to large effect sizes. This 

type of intervention also seems to have a positive effect on the social acceptance of children with SEN 

(Batchelor & Taylor, 2005; Goldstein et al., 1997; Thiemann & Goldstein, 2004), but studies are lacking to 

draw firm conclusions.  

Three other intervention types seem to be effective, even if they are not yet sufficiently documented by 

methodologically thorough studies to be considered evidence-based according to the criteria from the 

Council of Exceptional Children (2014). First, group activities in the academic context, namely cooperative 

learning and peer tutoring, were found to have a positive effect on the social acceptance and social 

interactions of pupils with SEN (Dugan et al., 1995; Fuchs et al., 2002; Jacques et al., 1998; Kamps et al., 

1994; Sideridis et al., 1997). Unfortunately, no effect sizes were reported, making it difficult to compare its 

effectiveness with the other type of interventions. Second, regularly implemented support group meetings 

(i.e., “Circles of Friends”) positively influenced the social acceptance and social interactions of pupils with 

ASD or BD with medium to large effect sizes (Frederickson & Turner, 2003; Frederickson et al., 2005; 

Kalyva & Avramidis, 2005); however, this positive effect does not seem to last for children with BD once 

the support group is no longer implemented (Frederickson et al., 2005). The existing research is insufficient 

to draw conclusions on the effectiveness of other types of group activities in the social context. Third, 

training and coaching paraprofessionals has a positive effect on social interactions between pupils with ASD 

and their peers with medium to large effect sizes (Feldman & Matos, 2012; Kretzmann et al., 2015; 

Licciardello, et al., 2008). Findings are mixed, however, regarding the effect of this intervention for children 

with BD (Malmgren et al., 2005).  

 

4.2 Studies’ characteristics 

A first observation that can be drawn from this systematic review relates to the type of school-based 

interventions. The necessity of involving classmates when implementing interventions to improve the social 

participation of pupils with SEN in general education classrooms seems to be recognized. All reviewed 

studies involved the participation of SEN pupils’ TD peers. The majority of the researchers even decided to 
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involve all classmates in the interventions to ensure the maintenance and generalization of the positive 

effects. In addition, most of the studies delegated the implementation of interventions to the school staff, 

such as teachers, classroom assistants, and/or paraprofessionals. Teaching interaction strategies to pupils was 

by far the most evaluated type of intervention, followed by group activities in the academic or social context. 

The least investigated type of school-based intervention is the training of paraprofessionals or other members 

of the school staff to facilitate interactions among pupils with and without SEN. Thus, there is a clear need 

for increased quantity and quality of research on school-based interventions to foster the social participation 

of SEN pupils in mainstream classrooms, especially on group activities and training of school staff. The 

Council for Exceptional Children (2014) offers useful guidelines to plan methodologically sound studies 

with experimental group comparison designs or single-subject experimental designs. Finally, it could be 

interesting to further investigate the implementation of group activities in the academic context, namely 

cooperative learning and peer tutoring. This type of intervention strategy is promising because first, it is 

inclusive, since all pupils can be involved in the activities, second, academic as well as social positive 

outcomes can be expected, and third, the implementation is relatively easy and cost-effective.  

A second observation is that a majority of the studies were conducted with pupils with ASD. As a 

consequence, there is a broad knowledge on interventions to foster the social participation of these pupils. 

However, there are also other groups of pupils with SEN who are included in general education classrooms 

and need special support with regard to social participation. More intervention studies on different groups of 

children with SEN are clearly needed.  

A third observation is that social interactions are by far the most assessed dimension of social participation 

for evaluating the effects of school-based interventions to improve the social participation of pupils with 

SEN. The emphasis on this dimension could be due to the difficulties individuals with SEN face and the fact 

that the majority of the studies actually involved pupils with ASD, who generally have difficulties interacting 

with peers (Camargo et al., 2014; Whalon et al., 2015). Another potential reason for the focus on social 

interactions is that this dimension is perceived as being easier to influence and evaluate than, for example, 

the self-perception of social acceptance or friendships. Social interactions can certainly be seen as the “basic 

dimension” when trying to foster the social participation of pupils with SEN. Without social interactions, it is 

impossible to form social relationships or friendships (Fabes, Martin, & Hanish, 2009). Although a great 

number of studies show that pupils with SEN are less accepted and more often rejected by their classmates 

compared with TD peers, studies evaluating interventions aimed at improving social acceptance are less 

frequent. The few studies demonstrate that this dimension of social participation can be positively influenced 

by school-based interventions (Batchelor & Taylor, 2005; Goldstein et al., 1997; Frederickson & Turner, 

2003; Fuchs et al., 2002; Jacques et al., 1998; Thiemann & Goldstein, 2004). The two other dimensions of 

social participation, friendships between SEN pupils and their classmates, and the SEN pupils’ self-

perception of their social acceptance in the classroom, have been clearly neglected in intervention studies. 

This is somewhat surprising given the important role of friendships for children’s socio-emotional 

development (Ladd, 1990; Ladd & Troop-Gordon, 2003). In addition, pupils’ self-perception of their social 

acceptance can be regarded as an aspect of the sense of belonging that has been identified by several 

researchers as an important part of social participation (Eriksson & Granlund, 2004; Falkmer et al., 2012; 

Hammel et al., 2008). This research gap makes it difficult to draw conclusions concerning the types of 

interventions that could improve the friendships and the self-perception of social acceptance of pupils with 

SEN. When planning future interventions studies it could be interesting to measure several dimensions of 

social participation to encompass the multidimensionality of the concept and better understand the social 

processes influenced by the intervention.  
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4.3 Limitations 

This systematic review has several limitations. First, the definition of social participation by Koster et al. 

(2009) was used to determine the key words for the search of articles. Only generic terms were used, 

neglecting the descriptive parameters (e.g., victimization in the dimension of social acceptance). Interesting 

articles might have been excluded because they did not match the selection criteria (e.g., interventions on 

social cognition). Second, the inclusion criteria regarding the full membership of pupils with SEN in 

mainstream classrooms turned out to be challenging. The inclusion practices were not always described in 

detail in the studies. Third, the results are not representative regarding pupils with SEN as a whole and social 

participation in general. The findings especially focused on pupils with ASD and the dimension of social 

interactions.  

 

4.4 Conclusion 

This review shows that there are various effective strategies to foster the social participation of pupils with 

SEN in inclusive classrooms. Interestingly, no studies have been conducted in French- and German-speaking 

countries, and a majority of the reviewed studies were conducted with pupils with ASD. This means that the 

knowledge on interventions to facilitate social participation tends to be restricted to a specific group of pupils 

and selected educational systems. If researchers wish to recommend evidence-based intervention strategies, 

more methodologically sound studies evaluating the effects of interventions on multiple dimensions of social 

participation of pupils with SEN, especially children with LD, BD, ID or sensory and/or motor impairments, 

are clearly needed.  
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