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Abstract

Inclusive education rights in China are increasing, yet gaps remain between policy and
practice. Increasing access to inclusion (suiban jiudu) is important. To understand policy
implementation, this qualitative study examined how families experience the schooling of
their children with disabilities. Results demonstrate that children’s rights to inclusive

education are recognized, though a stronger support system is still needed.
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Inclusive Education in China: From Policy to Implementation to
On the Ground Experiences

Commitment to the right to inclusive education in China has increased in policy and
practice over the past few decades. Many scholars reference the Salamanca statement, which
stated that children should have access to inclusive education with accommodations
(UNESCO, 1994), as an important origin of this work in China (Du & Feng, 2019).
Moreover, since China signed the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(CRPD) in 2008, despite ongoing limitations, disability policy has evolved and increasingly

positively impacts inclusion and disability rights (Zhao & Zhang, 2018).

Despite increasing calls for equal educational opportunity and for promoting rights to
inclusive education (Zheng at al., 2019), there remains a gap between policy and the
realization of rights (Xu, 2020). School enrollment rates remain low, with 69% of school-age
children with disabilities enrolled in school in 2017 (China Daily, 2018). Increasing access to
general education has long been an important channel to expand school enrollment in China,

in the form of suiban jiudu (Huang & Wu, 2021; Xu, 2020; Zhu & Wang, 2011).

Suiban jiudu has been translated as “Learning in Regular Class” (LRC), meaning
educated in the same class as typically developing peers (Su et al., 2018). Suiban jiudu was
first mentioned in government documents in 1987, followed by the 1994 Trial Measures for
Carrying Out Suiban Jiudu for Children and Adolescents with Disabilities (1994 Trial

Measures) (Huang & Wu, 2021; National Education Committee, 1994). By 2016, about half
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of students with disabilities who were in school were educated in special education settings,
and half were in general education settings through suiban jiudu (Guo & Deng, 2021; Yin,
2016). (In this article, suiban jiudu is used when referring specifically to practices in China,

and inclusion is used when referring broadly, or when it is specifically used in policy).

Current policy emphasizes increasing the enrollment of students with disabilities in
general education settings (yingsui jinsui) (Guo & Deng, 2021; MOE, 2020). Yet policies
also limit inclusion, because many policies state that only children with the ability to adapt to
general education settings may attend (Xu, 2020; National People’s Congress, 2006; 2008;
State Council, 1994). Moreover, the language is vague, with no standard criteria for what

“ability to adapt” means.

This article examines how inclusive education policies are implemented in China, as
demonstrated by how families experience the schooling of their children with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD) and other developmental disabilities. Research questions include:
How have parents experienced the process of seeking, securing, and maintaining educational
opportunities for their children, particularly in general education settings? How do their

experiences confirm or differ from what is recommended by policies?
Literature Review

In order to analyze participant experiences with inclusion within the policy context,
literature and policies related to special education and inclusive education/suiban jiudu were

reviewed, including an overview of suiban jiudu, examination of the rights provided by
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policies, and analysis of policy limitations.
Suiban jiudu and Inclusive Education in China

Suiban jiudu is the practice of educating students with disabilities in general education
classrooms, integrating two separate systems of special education and general education
(Xiao, 2005). It has been described as a localized model of inclusion, combining inclusive
education practices in other countries with the local Chinese context (Guo & Deng, 2021;
Huang & Wu, 2021; Xu & Jia, 2020). The term ronghe jiaoyu, inclusive education, has been
used recently in policy documents. For example, the Action Plan for the Development and
Improvement of Special Education in the 14th Five-Year Plan (2021 Action Plan) calls for
exploring models of inclusive education and better integrating general and special education

for more effective and equal educational opportunity (State Council, 2021).
Rights to Education in Policy

Several laws and policies in China provide important foundations for the right to
inclusive education (See Table 1). The 1986 Compulsory Education Law, the 1990 Law on
Protection of Persons with Disabilities (Protection Law) (National People’s Congress, 1986;
1990), and the 1994 Regulations on Education for Persons with Disabilities (State Council,
1994) all called for the right to nine years of compulsory education. Regarding inclusive
education, the Protection Law and 1994 Regulations both indicated a continuum of options,
with children to be placed in general or special education classes based on their disability

category and “learning receptiveness.” The 1994 Regulations mentioned suiban jiudu in
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general education, special education classes at general education schools, and special

education schools (National People’s Congress, 1990; State Council, 1994).
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Policies Relevant to Inclusive Education

Year Policy (Chinese) Policy (English) Issued By
1986 A AR IEF Compulsory Education Law National
| EXEHEE  Peoples
. Congress
1990 rhde A B4R Law on the Protection of Persons with ' National
- ERE AR | Disabilities . People's
v § . Congress
1994 s B %k Regulations on Education for Persons with State
L . Disabilities . Council
1994 | B | Trial Measures for Carrying Out the Work National
] EOEpEE | of Suiban Jiudy for Children and . Education
SEE TLERIRA . Adolescents with Disabilities . Committee
s | |
2006 A AR IER] Compulsory Education Law (Revised) National
COE = . People's
3 i Congress
2008 | rpAg A RAER] Law on the Protection of Persons with National
C ERRE AR - Disabilities (Revised) ' People's
5 | . Congress
2009 | Bt —4 I Notice on Opinions on Further State
LM = . Accelerating the Development of Special | Council
WEEZ g | Education |
WA
2010 KK 01 National Medium- and Long-Term ' National

B HCEFIR B Educational Reform and Development Plan People's

MRINZE ( . Congress
2010—-2020%) |
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2014 Y M= R TAS Special Education Improvement Plan State
il Council
2016 AR R The Guidelines for Building Special Ministry of
‘ HEE#= | Education Resource Classrooms in . Education
BT - Ordinary Schools !
2017 | B JUiE . Second Phase of Special Education . State
BRI . Improvement Plan . Council
2017 | e B2k Revised Regulations on the Education of | State
il . Persons with Disabilities Council
2020 kS Suwl Guiding Opinions of the Ministry of Ministry of
R #%/> | Education on Strengthening the Work of |  Education.
£ % 5k | Swiban Jiudy, in Compulsory Education for |

BB BERLIE T - Children and Adolescents with Disabilities |

2021 | LPUAFEFEZ | Action Plan for the Development and . State
. BREHRTF4T | Improvement of Special Education inthe | Council
itk . 14th Five-Year Plan |

The revisions of the Compulsory Education Law and the Protection Law continue to
state that children and adolescents with disabilities have the right to education, including at
general education schools for some (National People’s Congress, 2006, 2008). The Revised
Regulations on Education for Persons with Disabilities in 2017 called for promoting inclusive
education (ronghe jiaoyu) in general education as the main channel of instruction (State
Council, 2017b; Yang, 2022; Xu & Jia, 2020). Zhao and Zhang (2018) note that these
education regulations moved closer to the ideals of equal opportunity and inclusion. Updated

laws and regulations state that schools cannot refuse school-age children “who have the
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ability to receive general education and suiban jiudu” (National People’s Congress, 2006,

2008; State Council, 2017b).

Three Action Plans for the Development and Improvement of Special Education
(State Council, 2014, 2017a, 2021) also promote school acceptance. The First Action Plan
called for expanding the scope of compulsory education through suiban jiudu and resource
rooms, as well as special schools and home-based education for children with significant
disabilities. At the conference of the Second Action Plan, the “zero reject” principle was
emphasized, with local education authorities called on to enroll every student with
disabilities. This did not mean placement in inclusive education, but rather individualizing
placements according to “one person, one case,” including a continuum of services from
home-based to general education. This plan promoted suiban jiudu in nearby schools as the
priority placement for children with disabilities (Li, 2017; State Council, 2017a). Currently,
the third Action Plan continues to promote school enrollment, inclusion, and differentiation
of instruction (Ding, 2021; State Council, 2021). In addition, an inclusion-relevant concept,
vingsui jinsui (for those who should suiban jiudu, promote it as much as possible), was noted
in the 2020 Guiding Opinions of the Ministry of Education on Strengthening the Work of
Suiban Jiudu in Compulsory Education for Children and Adolescents with Disabilities, to
increase the enrollment and quality of suiban jiudu instruction (Ding, 2021; Huang & Wu,

2021; MOE, 2020).
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Support Systems and Role of Special Education Schools

A strong and effective inclusive education system requires support systems. Provision
of support for students with disabilities in general education in China is included in many
policy documents. The 1994 Regulations noted that assistance should be provided in general
education settings according to student needs and, when possible, schools could provide
individualized instruction or “tutorial classrooms” (State Council, 1994). The 1994 Trial
Measures suggested tutorial rooms, staffed with part- or full-time tutoring teachers with
special education training, to work with students and assist general education class teachers in

individual planning and assessment (National Education Committee, 1994).

Special education schools and resource classrooms are currently both important
sources of support for suiban jiudu in China (Yang, 2022). The function of special schools is
shifting to comprehensive support services, including overseeing suiban jiudu and resource
rooms (Huang & Wu, 2021; MOE, 2016; Xia & Xu, 2017). Special education schoolteachers
are called on to periodically serve general education schools as itinerant teachers, provide
training and consultation, and support students receiving home-based education (State
Council, 2009, 2017b). In the National Medium- and Long-Term Educational Reform and
Development Plan (2010-2020), in addition to a goal of providing special education schools
in all localities with over 300,000 people, there was also a goal to grow the scale of suiban
Jiudu and special classes, in order to increase compulsory education enrollment (State

Council, 2010; Xu & Jia, 2020; Zhu & Wang, 2011).

Page 10
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Qualified staffing is essential for effective support in inclusive education, and the
Revised Regulations on the Education of Persons with Disabilities (Revised Regulations) call
for staffing resource rooms with teachers who have special education backgrounds (State
Council, 2017b). The Second Action Plan calls on local authorities to hire specialized
resource teachers for students with disabilities (State Council, 2017a; Zhang & Lu, 2020),
specifically including "public institution tenure track" (bianzhi) teachers and professionals

(Ding, 2021), which is very important and encouraging.

All three Action Plans (State Council, 2014, 2017a, and 2021) expanded the number
of children obtaining compulsory education (Xu & Jia, 2020; Liang et al., 2015) and provided
guidance on improving support for inclusion (Yang, 2022; Yin, 2016) including the
promotion of resource rooms and resource centers. While this is promising, the Guidelines
for Building Special Education Resource Classrooms in Schools also addressed problems

including shortage of resource teachers and ineffective resource classrooms (Huang & Wu,

2021; MOE, 2016).
Policy Limitations on Inclusive Education Rights

While policy context since the 1980s has demonstrated a commitment to rights to
educational opportunities and inclusive education, beginning in the mid-1980s there has been
a phrase in policy documents indicating restrictions on access to suiban jiudu. Many policies
state that children with disabilities may be included in general education classes if they have

the ability to do so (e.g., National People’s Congress, 1986, 1990, 2006, 2008; State Council,

Page 11
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1994, 2017b). The Compulsory Education Law states that schools “shall accept school-age
children and adolescents with disabilities who are able to receive ordinary education, to
suiban jiudu,” and notes that failing to do so would be corrected or sanctioned (National
People's Congress, 1986; 2006). The 1990 and Revised Protection Law and the 1994 and
Revised Regulations use similar language, including requiring that children are able to “adapt
to the study and life” of general education elementary and middle schools (National People’s

Congress, 1990, 2008; State Council, 1994; 2017b).

Both rights and restrictions for individuals with significant disabilities in particular
are also noted in the First Action Plan and the Revised Regulations. These policies describe
home-based education for students with severe disabilities “who need special care and are
unable to attend school” (State Council, 2014, 2017b). This fits with global practices of a
continuum of services for students with disabilities, from less to more restrictive. However,
determining a child’s ability to learn and adapt in school “according to type of disability,
degree of disability... school-running conditions and other factors” (State Council, 2017b)

leads to decisions based on categories and local resources, and not on individual needs.

Another potential restriction in policy language is in the 2020 Guiding Opinions of
the Ministry of Education on Strengthening the Work of Suiban Jiudu in Compulsory
Education for Children and Adolescents with Disabilities, which calls for expanding suiban
Jiudu opportunities to all who should be included (yingsui jinsui) (MOE, 2020). Although

policies related to disability and education demonstrate increasing recognition of inclusive

Page 12
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educational opportunities, the concept of yingsui jinsui is vague about who “should” be
included, and the term “sui” (follow) indicates a hierarchical division between students with
and without disabilities. In suiban jiudu practice, children with disabilities attend general
education classrooms but, while some have school status (xueji) there, others have their
school status at the local special education school. Thus, suiban jiudu implies a hierarchy,
where typically developing students are full members of the class while others are “following

along” with the class (Guo & Deng, 2021).
Regional Development and Policy Language

Uneven regional development of opportunities results from practical differences
based on context and vague policy language. Vague language means “the right to inclusive
education is a ‘can’ instead of a ‘must’” linked partly to limited resources (Zhao & Zhang,
2018, p. 134). Regarding contextual differences, the third Action Plan notes that development
follows regional economic and population differences (State Council, 2021). Vague national
policy is followed by regional implementation documents, which inevitably differ, and may
overlook some policy goals (Ren & Wang, 2020). Of course, needs differ across regions, and
implementation guidelines are not precise. More practical and implementable policies are

needed (Fang, 2019; Xia & Xu, 2017).
Policies, Institutions and Human Experiences

Recent policies make clear that more attention is being paid to the rights to education

for children with disabilities, including to attend both special and general education settings.
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An understanding of the lives of people impacted by those policies can provide a snapshot of
how policies are being implemented, in the context of the boundaries, limitations and
strengths of local educational institutions. We took a unique approach here by focusing
mainly on policy documents themselves for the literature review, in order to then consider
families’ experiences with their children’s schooling as on the ground outcomes of these

relevant policies.
Methodology

Part of a larger study targeting teachers and parents, this qualitative study examined
11 parents’ experiences with inclusive education for their children with ASD and other
developmental disabilities. Specifically, we examined discourse surrounding access,
opportunities, and challenges in inclusive education. Qualitative research “generate[s]
knowledge grounded in human experience (Sandelowski, 2004)” (cited in Nowell et al.,
2017, p. 1) which was appropriate for the focus of this study. Qualitative research design

included open-ended semi-structured interviews conducted via WeChat.
Participants, Recruitment, and Interview Protocol

A Qualtrics survey was posted in WeChat parent and teacher groups that the first
author belongs to, and on that author’s “moments” WeChat page. Participant criteria included
being a parent of a child with ASD or other developmental disabilities who attended general
education schooling at the elementary school level. Initially, 56 people with complete contact

information responded and 11 parents met the criteria. Nine parents had children with ASD,
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and two parents had children with other developmental disabilities. (See Table 2)

Table 2

Participant Information

. Child’s Official Roster or Suiban
Participant | age | Gender Location jiudu
,,,,,, Parentl | 13 | Boy | Handan Hebei  Submjiudn
Taiyuan, |
Parent 2 13 Boy Shanxi Suiban jiudu
: | , Nanjing,
Parent 3 | 10 | Boy | Jiangsu Official roster
Parent 4 16 Girl Suide, Shaanxi Suiban jiuduy
Jinan,
Parent 5 9 Girl Shandong Suiban jiudu
Parent 6 7 Boy Beijing Suiban jiudu
| | . Nanjing,
Parent 7 | 12 Boy | Jiangsu | Suiban jiudu
| | . Zigong, | Suibanjiudu through 6th
Parent 8 | 16 | Boy | Sichuan | grade
Parent 9 10 Boy Wuhu, Anhui Official Roster
Parent 10 13 Boy Wuhu, Anhui Official Roster
; 3 5 Zhuzhou, |
Parent 11 8 | Boy | Hunan | Suiban jiudu

Regarding inclusive education and access to education, sample interview protocol

Page 15
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questions included: What was the process of gaining access to your child’s school? Share
your experience in interacting with school administrators and teachers. What supports are
provided for your child in the classroom/school? All interviews lasted approximately one
hour and were conducted in Mandarin Chinese, the native language of participants, by the

first author.
Data Analysis

After transcribing all interviews, they were translated into English for analysis.
Thematic analysis used an inductive approach, generating codes and examining emerging
themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Analysis of the codes used the constant comparative
approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Miles & Huberman 1994). Some codes included “process
of getting into school,” “barriers to inclusive education,” and “perspective on educational
placement.” Both authors transcribed, translated, and reviewed the data. Specifically, through
an iterative process of conducting interviews, coding, defining, reviewing and refining
themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Nowell et al., 2017), themes emerged

to explain the phenomenon of gaining access to, and experiences in, inclusive education.
Results

The increasing focus on suiban jiudu and inclusive education in educational policy in
China is promising. Despite limiting language, rights to education for children with
disabilities are mentioned directly in important laws and regulations. Here we present a

snapshot of families’ experiences of policy implementation on the ground, through listening
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to the voices of parents of children with disabilities. Themes from data analysis include
recognizing children’s rights to education; the need to demonstrate ability and qualifications,
and a subtheme of gaps in support systems; and concern for the impact on the teacher and the

school.
Recognizing Children’s Rights: Rights to Education in General Education

Many of the participants discussed and recognized that their children had rights to
education under current policies. However, they had a range of experiences that demonstrated

regional variations and varied impacts of policies. For example, Parent 11 explained:

It’s not easy finding a school that can accept him. Public schools have to admit
children, but admitting and accepting are different, and requires cooperation with
schools and teachers.... It’s difficult for a child like him to truly integrate into the

environment. There’s basically no inclusive education; it’s stuck at the policy level.

“Stuck at the policy level” indicates the challenges that schools face when they do not have
the support systems in place to effectively teach a student with autism. For example, Parent 5
also noted that, though the Action Plans call for support systems like resource classrooms and
teachers, “but now we basically don’t have any.” Though most participants were aware of
educational policies, they remained worried: “When we went to elementary school, we were

always worried about being rejected by the school” (Parent 3).

Despite hesitation and institutional limitations, participants’ experiences demonstrate

Page 17
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that schools recognize children’s rights to education, including in general education. When
Parent 6 registered her son for school, she said, “I knew the school couldn’t refuse him ... in
developed areas like Beijing and Shanghai, at least physically, it should be well implemented.
In other words, the school may not want to admit a child, but the child must be admitted.”
Parent 6 further explained, “Now the country also has laws and regulations, and ‘zero
reject’.... My household registration is here, so ... the school cannot refuse him.” Similarly,
two other children were easily accepted by their local schools. Parent 9 recalled, “The teacher
found out he has Asperger’s ... [though she was unsure] she didn’t say he can’t come. They
let him come to school ... they didn’t say ... he can’t adapt to this (environment) ... and thus
reject him, it didn’t happen.” Even in middle school, Parent 7 said, “The country has a policy.
Now, the middle school can’t reject you, they have to accept you. We can attend a nearby

middle school.”

Parents in multiple cities reported experiences of schools that hesitated but did not
reject their children. Parent 7 explained, “For us to enter general education school wasn’t
easy.... China hadn’t ... said [schools] must accept unconditionally.” Parents worked with
schools to find solutions, including parents accompanying children to school (peidu) and

signing responsibility waivers. For example:

Because our home is in this district, we signed up for this school ... it’s just according
to where you live. If you meet those conditions, you can sign up and attend ... [but he

was very disruptive and they called us in after the first day] ... the teacher’s meaning
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was, they don’t want this child, they were rejecting him. But after all, we’re from the
area, and now inclusive education has begun, it’s being promoted. It’s called ‘zero
reject’. And we parents persisted, we wanted to stay here, we’ll figure out a way,
whatever problems exist ... if something happens, we parents are responsible, that is,

it has nothing to do with the school. So we signed the guarantee letter (Parent 2).

Given the logistical challenges faced by schools in implementing inclusion, even
given the recognition of and desire to provide those rights, one strategy used by several
parents to convince hesitant schools was through connections. Parent 4 explained, “The
principal knew we came here after attending another school and didn’t want to accept her.”
Though she was rejected by several teachers, her relative was a teacher there, so she
transferred to the relative’s class, following the relative “up and down grade levels.” Parent
1’s son also gained access to general education through family connections at school. Parent
2 noted that being from a smaller town was helpful; they “found an acquaintance to go with
us to sit at the principal’s house” and then kept building a good relationship with the teacher,
which helped the teacher to be understanding and the process to be smoother. Parent 8

recalled:

I told the teacher when he was in the first grade [he has autism], because...if I don't
say it, the teacher will find out. When I told them, at first, they didn’t want to admit
him. They were afraid, what if problems come up...? So we asked friends, and used

connections to talk to the principal. That’s how we were admitted.
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Reaching out personally was often helpful in seeking access to school and, in one
case, parents pleaded their case to other parents for an equal right to education. Parent 9
shared that, after her child demonstrated challenging behavior one day, “The next day many
parents’ response ... was [to write in a group WeChat] about not letting him attend school.”
She and her husband responded in the group, writing, “Every child has the right to nine years
of compulsory education.... If as parents you don't have your child ... attend school near
your home, that’s against the law. It’s his right, you’re depriving him of his rights.” Then,

the other parents stopped complaining and trying to kick him out.

Parents noted both the right to education, and the need to be qualified: “At age 7, I
didn’t delay his starting school, because I think he’s a person in society, he should keep up
with society’s rhythm. His ability is insufficient, so I definitely chose to accompany him
(peidu).” Parent 5 also recommended letting the school know one’s child’s strengths. When
enrolling her daughter for suiban jiudu, she told them about her child’s disability, and,
“...never did they say they would reject us ... I think parents should be fully prepared. Our
child may have insufficient abilities, but we also highlight her strengths.... Let them know
she has a certain learning ability first.” The teacher was understanding, and the principal

admitted them to suiban jiudu as soon as they got the hospital disability certification.
Demonstrating Ability and Qualifications

In practice, results demonstrate that the right to attend general education was not seen

as a given. Parent 5, while pleased with her school’s accepting her child, did not interpret
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policies to mean that everyone should be accepted in general education: “Some parents feel
that since it’s compulsory education, a school must accept me. I have never felt there’s any
‘must’... if your child cannot adapt to the environment, nobody said they have to accept you.”
Her child was quiet and followed teacher instructions, positively impacting her admission.
Similarly, Parent 7 explained “China hasn’t ... said you must accept unconditionally. When
you enter school there’s an interview, and if a child has some abilities that aren’t good, they
will recommend that you attend a special school.” This understanding echoes policies, many
of which clearly state that, in order to be accepted for suiban jiudu, stadents must
demonstrate receptivity to general education, including the ability to adapt to school. Parent 7
shared, “Actually, it’s not easy to get into regular school. The problems faced by my child to
get into general education school were quite numerous, because of the expectations of a

child’s abilities.”

Many parents mentioned enrollment interviews that were used to demonstrate
qualifications for admission. Parent 9 recalled, “For the enrollment interview he passed
everything. Plus during the interview they didn’t find anything different about him so we
didn’t worry that he wouldn’t be able to be enrolled, and we didn’t talk to the teacher about
[the child’s disability] in advance.” Some delayed the interview and enrollment, including

Parent 2:

...because at the time I felt he had a lot of deficiencies, so we delayed a year. After

delaying a year, we registered. He passed the interview, and that afternoon we were
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very happy, but on the first day they discovered his problems. Originally, I felt he had

improved, and that we could hide (his disability).

Similarly, Parent 1 delayed enrolling her son in school until age 10, because “He
didn’t have the ability to attend school at age 7 ... even if | accompanied him.” By age 10, he
had gained motor and behavioral skills, but several schools rejected him due to safety
concerns. Finally, through connections they found a school. Regarding the child’s school
status, Parent 1 explained, “We talked about the issue of setting up his school status” and then
her son was registered as a suiban jiudu student with school status at the local special

education school.

Interview data showed that, even if a student enrolls under suiban jiudu status, they
must perform at a certain level in class. Thus, for students with more significant behavioral or
learning needs, “if the family doesn’t have anyone appropriate to accompany (peidu) ...
attending school [general education] is difficult, so what can you do? The child must attend
special school. In other words, [government policy] gives you the opportunity to attend
school, but if you can’t adjust to the school’s atmosphere, then you must attend a special
school” (Parent 7). Parent 3 said, “We worried about being rejected because, before us, many
children like this were rejected by general schools because children need an interview before
going to school. When the teacher sees you have a problem, many schools refuse to accept
you.” In her situation, her child did not pass the interview but was still allowed to attend at

first; when he had difficulties the first day, “The teacher called me...and said they needed me
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to accompany him [peidu].”
Lack of Support in General Education

Related to the need to be qualified was the reality that general education settings
experienced by the participants in this study lacked the support needed by students with
disabilities. Given this issue, when considering the results, it is important to remember that
institutional limitations on the ground, in addition to policy, are factors impacting families’
experiences. Many parents accompanied their children in school [peidu] for all or some of
their schooling, because they needed individual classroom support. Parent 7 explained that,

although her city had policies against schools rejecting children with disabilities,

They accept these children, but there’s not enough support provided. Although there
are some resource rooms, and peidu teachers, that's for very few students. The
majority [of support] is still parents or someone hired by parents. The country doesn’t
provide resources like this.... In China, in terms of resources, it’s still not enough. So

we have this slogan, and this model, but actual implementation isn’t solid yet.”

Thus, she said, for many children with disabilities, if a family “can’t find someone to go with

them, they must attend special school.”

Regarding policies and the related school support, Parent 6 reflected that regulations
are clear now, but “everything has just begun, the school doesn’t know what to do.... There

are more than 40 people in a class and one head teacher.... So it’s impossible for teachers to
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have extra energy to take care of our children. Not to mention they lack technical and
professional support.” This parent researched local regulations and found that special
education schools in her city had resource centers “to support suiban jiudu students” and
successfully advocated for a resource teacher to go to her son’s school twice a week for two

hours to provide individual classes for him.

While Parent 6 found support from a resource center in Beijing, due to her knowledge
of the law and advocacy efforts, and being located in a major urban center, others had less
support. Parent 9 commented, “I really need special education support, but this school isn’t
equipped with [that]. It’s just a typical classroom and teaching. So my child cannot keep up
with the group ... so I’'m thinking if there were a special education teacher, how great that
would be!” Without support, she continued, “this kind of environment is also wasting his
time” (Parent 9). Because of this lack of professional support, Parent 10 focused on her
child’s progress compared to himself, rather than keeping up with the class, because in her

own understanding and experience, “there’s no resource classroom in China.”
Suiban Jiudu Decisions: Considering the Impact on Class and Teachers

Most parents noted that their children could not keep up in class and they worried
about teachers’ and administrators’ attitudes. This concern was because low grades would
lower the class average, thus impacting teachers, whose evaluation is tied to student
performance (Liu & Zhao, 2013). This was a major consideration in deciding on registering

for suiban jiudu status or not. The goal for Parent 5 was to be in the school environment: “We
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just want her to improve. Such an environment may help her ... but we don’t want to burden

teachers too much.” Parent 10, whose son had regular school status, explained:

Although my child isn’t suiban jiudu, he cannot keep up academically.... So if this
impacts the teacher, it’s not fair to the teacher.... We’d feel a lot of pressure.... After
communicating, the principal said the child [child’s scores] won’t enter into the class

average, so now the teacher is very relaxed about his studies.

Parent 4, concerned about the impact on the teacher and school, described her
strategy: “They say our child lowers the scores ... she’s on the official school roster, so she
participates in exams. I’m afraid she’ll bring the scores down, so I never allow her to take

tests.”

To avoid having a negative impact on the class average, some parents chose suiban
Jiudu status. Parent 8 said, “His examination results aren’t recorded towards teachers’
performance because he’s a suiban jiudu student.” Similarly, Parent 7 said, “I signed him up
as suiban jiudu, and 1 said to the principal, if you have requirements of teachers regarding
assessment, then we’ll register as suiban jiudu. 1 don’t want to give any teacher or the school
additional burden.” Demonstrating the hierarchical nature of suiban jiudu versus official
school status, she continued, “If they had no such requirements then I wouldn’t sign up as
suiban jiudu.” Parent 1’s son also enrolled as a suiban jiudu student at the general education

school, with school status at the special school.
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Discussion

Scholars point to progress towards educational rights for children with disabilities, as
well as room for improvement in suiban jiudu in China (Ren & Wang, 2020; Xu, 2020; Zhao
& Zhang, 2018). We investigated parents’ experiences gaining and maintaining access to
educational opportunities for their children with disabilities. By examining relevant policies,
followed by parents' voices, we considered how these experiences illustrate the impact of
policy and implementation in their lives. The themes of recognizing children's rights, the
importance of demonstrating ability, and suiban jiudu decisions made by parents and schools
resonate with issues in literature. Together, these findings point to the importance of
developing a support system to ensure effective implementation and expansion of inclusive
education. Indeed, the experiences of parents and children are impacted both indirectly by
policy as well as more directly by institutional resources, practices, and challenges on the

ground.
The Right to Effective Education: Placement Options

Many parents in this study referred to “zero reject,” explaining that policies give
children the right to attend local elementary schools. Scholars have noted that this concept
originates from western concepts of inclusive education (Xiao, 2003; You, 1997) and, within
policy documents, positively impacts inclusion (Sun et al., 2020). In China, suiban jiudu has
been described as the main channel of special education, so that most students with

disabilities should be in general education schools (Zhu & Wang, 2011), while special
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education schools are transitioning to both educate children directly and support an inclusive

education system (Xia & Xu, 2017; Yang, 2021).

At the other end of a continuum of placements, increasing attention to the educational
rights of students with significant disabilities is noted (e.g., State Council, 2014, 2017b).
Though the ability requirement clauses exclude this population from suiban jiudu, policies
call for other means of providing compulsory education, including special schools and home-
based education, for those previously excluded. Though not an inclusive or equal
opportunity, this demonstrates an important range of options. Yang (2019) points out that
promoting inclusion, constructing special schools, and efforts for home-based education are
linked, so this is a way to take the strengths of both systems, and explore collaboration to
promote inclusive education. A focus on collaboration between general and special education
is essential and there is enormous potential through the development of resource centers
within special education schools to truly “give full play to the respective advantages of
general education schools and special education schools” (Yang, p. 9) in a way that fits
China’s context. In other words, the development and new roles of resource rooms and
resource centers may serve as an important factor in removing systemic barriers between
general education and special education schools. They can continue to serve in their distinct
roles but, with more collaboration between the two, more supports might be introduced into

general education schools.
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Accessing and Succeeding in General Education

From comments about accessing school, beliefs on what their children needed to be
ready for school, and efforts to avoid having a negative impact on teachers and classes,
analysis of the interviews found parents understood that children should demonstrate
qualifications to enroll in general education schools, whether with official school status or
suiban jiudu status. Access to general education was not assumed, and many parents knew
that policies do not guarantee the right to inclusive education for all (Zhao & Zheng, 2018).
Thus, parents communicated with principals and teachers to gain access, and frequently
provided support including accompanying children to school, sitting beside them, and

providing academic and behavioral support (authors, 2023).

Indeed, many policies continue to limit suiban jiudu to children who do not require
support in a classroom (National People’s Congress, 1990, 2008; State Council, 1994;
2017b), demonstrating a continued phenomenon where students do not all have a right to
attend general education schools, but rather must demonstrate that they have qualifications to
attend independently. Requiring students to demonstrate ability is linked to the lack of special
education support systems in general education. Classrooms do not typically differentiate
instruction (Li, 2022) and parents reported that individualized support is rare; this may be
linked to the large class size, little to no special education support available in schools, and
traditional group instructional practices in China. The CRPD states that, in realizing the right

to inclusive education, “Persons with disabilities receive the support required, within the

Page 28



Vol. 18 Issue 4 &
Vol. 19 Issue 1 (2024)

REVIEW OF DISABILITY STUDIES: AN INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL

general education system, to facilitate their effective education” (United Nations, 2006). If
children must demonstrate a certain ability and adaptability to school, the responsibility
seems to be on them to demonstrate qualifications, rather than on schools to provide
individualized accommodations. Thus, students still are rejected or, once enrolled, may soon
drop out (Xu, 2020). To understand why policy is implemented as it is, we must look at
institutions in society. Between policy and family experiences are conditions on the ground,
such as the separate special and general education systems and schools, allocation of
resources and large class size, and limited supports in general education schools. This
organization of educational systems is one important factor making effective implementation

of inclusive education difficult.
Support System Challenges

The results of this research indicate that, while there are many policies promoting
suiban jiudu and inclusion, and schools and teachers are increasingly willing to admit
students with disabilities, a significant challenge of providing needed support remains.
Institutional limitations, such as staffing, create barriers. Because there is often not enough
staff, and not enough staff with special education backgrounds, such as special education
classroom teachers, resource room teachers, or classroom assistants, it is difficult to
effectively include students with disabilities. Our interviews demonstrate that parents are
grateful for their children’s schooling opportunities, though children cannot keep up on their

own. Some authors argue that, due to a lack of formal support mechanisms, some children
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included in general education are still just “sitting” in class (suiban jiuzuo) and not “learning”

in class (suiban jiudu) (Ding, 2021; Xu, 2020; Zhu & Wang, 2011).

The systematic establishment of a high-quality support system for inclusive education
is a needed key step in the development of suiban jiudu (Xu, 2020; Yin, 2016). Special
schools are slowly transferring their role to provide needed expertise and guidance for
inclusion (Xia & Xu, 2017; Yang, 2021). As general and special education systems
collaborate more, special classes are also important and serve as an important bridge in
general education schools (Yang, 2022). Support systems require new staffing allocations in
general education schools, and new roles for special education schools and teachers. While,
typically, general education schools do not have special education full-time staff (bianzhi), it
is promising that policies specifically note that in schools with suiban jiudu, the needed
professionals and resources should be provided. Effective inclusion requires full-time special
education teachers, and teaching assistants, to collaborate in general education settings (Ding,

2021; Xu, 2020).

In this study only one family was supported by a resource center, though policies
indicate the new function of special schools as a resource center, which should oversee
resource rooms staffed with resource teachers (State Council, 2021; Xia & Xu, 2017; Zhu &
Wang, 2011). This would bring two separate systems together, rather than adding new special
education expertise and full-time staff hired directly by the general education school. Relying

on existing special education resources may be efficient, but it should be noted that special
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education schools have a heavy responsibility to continue providing education within their
own schools, as well as supporting and guiding other schools’ suiban jiudu. This
transformation is still in its early stages, with some special and general education school

leaders not fully aware of this and how it impacts them (Yang, 2019).

Interdisciplinary collaboration is a key ingredient for successful inclusion. In China,
collaboration between general and special education, across levels of schooling, and between
education systems, health systems, Disabled Persons' Federations, and civil affairs systems, is
needed (Xu, 2020). Within schools, teachers who are well-trained in the field of special
education, based in general education schools, are essential, as are more resource classrooms
(Xu, 2020). Having professional special education teachers within schools and classrooms is
essential to meet the diverse needs of children, including more individualized education and

instruction (Li, 2022; Xu, 2020).
Limitations and Directions for Future Research

The goal of this qualitative study was to understand families’ experiences with
inclusive education within China’s policy context. We recruited widely without limiting by
region. Yet policies are vague, leading to inconsistent implementation (Guo & Deng, 2021)
and, because local regions implement policies according to their specific situation, there is
variation in how parents experience these policies. Future research might focus on families in
one geographic area or compare experiences across two areas. In addition, the ages of

participants ranged from 7 to 16. Focusing on students closer in age would provide a clearer
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picture of the most current situation. Another limitation related to participants is the lack of
inclusion of students’ experiences from their own perspectives. Including interviews with the
children, in the manner of communication that is accessible to them, should be included in
future studies. Regarding observation and direct observation of students’ experiences, data
was collected during the period of COVID-19 when travel was very limited, thus ruling out

any classroom observation.

Future research should examine inclusion both in the classroom, as well as from a
leadership perspective. Examining classroom experiences in more detail should include
students' experiences with peers, curriculum, and overall school supporting systems. Children
with disabilities are being educated in general education through suiban jiudu, and scholars
and parents call for special education supports, so it is important to understand children’s
classroom experiences. Observational research, in collaboration with schools, would provide
a foundation for developing supports appropriate to the present Chinese context. As another
perspective, future research should also examine school leaders' experiences with inclusive
education, to understand their decision-making in implementing policies. It is important for
teachers, principals, policymakers, and researchers to better examine the quality of education

that students receive, and work together to design effective inclusive education opportunities.
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