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Abstract  

To this date, there has been an increasing number of children across the globe diagnosed with an 

autism spectrum disorder. There has been much literature that discussed the issues and obstacles 

common learners face in their English language learning journey. Yet, not much spotlight and 

acknowledgment were given to the learners with Autism in their voyage of English language 

learning. In conjunction to that, this paper intends to investigate the obstacles that the learners 

with Autism face in their English as secondary language learning. In addition to that, teachers are 

not to be forgotten as teachers are also believed to be playing a role in learners with Autism’s 

English as a second language(ESL) learning process which is why this research also intends to 

investigate the challenges faced by the teachers who are in charge of teaching learners with 

Autism. A qualitative research with the observation and interview as the instruments represents 

this research. This research involved two Autism Centres located in an urban area in Malaysia. 

The observation and interviews were conducted with forty-five learners with Autism and 

fourteen teachers. The findings have gathered that the world of Autism Spectrum Disorder is 

indeed full of obstacles and challenges but none that could not be overcome. It is believed that 

this research will provide a better insight of the real world of ESL teaching and learning among 

learners with Autism.  Discussions and recommendations are further explained in this research. 

Keywords: Autism Spectrum Disorder, challenges, English as Secondary Language, language 

learning, obstacles  
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Introduction  

To date, an increasing number of children across the globe are diagnosed with Autism in 

which Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), according to Happe & Frith (2020), causes a child to 

experience persistent problems in social communication and interactions across multiple contexts 

as well as show restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests and activities. These 

symptoms can be categorized into mild and severe symptoms, where higher levels require more 

support in daily life (Koo, Gaul, Rivera, Pan & Fong 2018). As we move towards UNESCO’s 

sustainable development goals (in which number four lays emphasizes on inclusion of education 

via quality education), there is an urgent need for learning to be inclusive regardless of special 

needs, especially children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) (UNESCO, 2017). Education 

Act (1996) has specifically defined that special education students are students with learning 

disabilities such as sight, hearing, speech, Down Syndrome, mild Autism, Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity (ADHD), minimal mental disorder retardation and dyslexia. According to Salleh 

(2019), inclusion of children with disabilities has been increasing worldwide since the 

declaration on “Education for All” in Jomtien; Thailand in 1990 and in a conference in 

Salamanca; Spain on Special Needs Education.   

 

      Malaysia has taken the initiative to be one of the 164 signatory countries that affirmed 

“Education for All” and has included inclusion in the National Education Blueprint 2013-2025 as 

part of the effort to achieve caring Malaysian slogan in Vision 2020 (Salleh, 2019). The 

Malaysian Education Blueprint 2013-2025 ensure inclusivity which includes students with visual 

impairment, hearing impairment, speech difficulties, learning disabilities such as Autism, etc 

(Ministry Of Education (MOE), 2013; Khairuddin, Salleh & Amin, 2020). Ministry of Education 

Malaysia has implemented “Zero Reject Policy”, which requires schools to accept children with 

disabilities to ensure that no children with disabilities are to be left behind (Othman & Rahmat, 

2020). UNICEF, in its research on “Childhood Disability in Malaysia; A Study of Knowledge; 

Attitudes and Practices” in 2016 has gathered that practices of inclusion, however, are not widely 

accepted in Malaysia due to teachers’ limited knowledge and skills in handling children with 

disabilities (Ramakrishnan, Salleh, & Alias, 2020). In the global and local landscapes, a pressing 

issue has been illustrated, in which the underprivileged community, especially children with 

special needs, are left behind (Shin et al., 2020) When it comes to education, especially English 

language learning in Malaysian context, Teo, Lau and Then (2020) mentioned that both children 

on the spectrum and educators tend to face obstacles with their English language teaching and 

learning process. This paper intends to provide significance to the parties that are relevant to the 

education world which are the policymakers and also teachers. Learners with Autism are unique 

in their ways and they also go through the same learning journey as mainstream learners 

regardless of their unique condition. There have been many literatures that discussed the issues 

and obstacles faced by mainstream learners in their ESL learning. Yet, not much spotlight and 

acknowledgment are given to the learners with Autism in their voyage of English language 

learning.  

 

 In conjunction with that, this research aims to investigate the obstacles faced by 1. The 

learners of Autism in their English as secondary language (ESL) learning process and 2. The 

teachers in teaching English as a secondary language (ESL) learning to the learners with Autism. 

The research is underpinned by two research questions; 1. What are the challenges and obstacles 
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learners with autism face with their ESL learning process and 2. What are the challenges and 

obstacles teachers usually encounter during their ESL teaching process?  

 

Literature Review  

Autism Spectrum Disorder  

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) or widely known in short as Autism, is a spectrum 

disorder identified by various of characteristics, which usually includes perceptual, cognitive, 

and social differences (Bosseler & Massaro, 2003; American Psychiatric Association, 1996; 

Rahman et al., 2020). Khowaja et al., (2019) mentioned that American Psychiatric Association 

defined autism spectrum disorder as a neurological disorder which diagnosed child may face 

difficulty in social communication or have a repeated or restricted set of behaviors (Porters, 

Vieira, Souza, 2020; Hannan, Satari, Abu, & Yunus, 2020). Among the significant 

characteristics, most of the children with Autism have limited ability to produce and comprehend 

spoken language. Autism is seen as a mental disability instead of a psychiatric illness, and 

children as autism learners usually require a particular education process instead of tools that can 

assist them in their basic social, communication and reasoning skills (Luneski, Konstanidis, 

Hitoglou-Antoniadou, & Bamidis, 2008). According to Skewes, Kemp, Paton and Hohwy 

(2020), another trait of children with Autism is that they learn through repetitions and one of the 

ways for them to grasp the learning process is via repetitions. 

 

 Busby, Ingram, Bowron, Oliver and Lyons (2012) mentioned that it is crucial for both 

educators and teachers to feel competent in teaching children with Autism. In their research on 

addressing teacher challenges and preparation needs in teaching elementary children with 

Autism, they have discovered that many general educators frequently expressed their misgivings 

about teaching children with Autism. In some studies, it is shown that some teachers believe that 

teaching children with Autism should be the scope job of the special educators. This then leads 

to the teachers to feel incompetent in handling children with Autism. Busby et al., (2012) 

believed that adequate training should be provided to the teachers to help increase their sense of 

self-efficacy. When the teachers begin to feel competent in their abilities to teach children with 

Autism, they may be more motivated and engaged in their responsibilities of teaching these 

children.   

 

 According to Notbohm and Zysk (2006), Autism is a highly complex disorder and there 

is no way for us to generalize Autism or children with Autism. Each child will be at a different 

point of the spectrum and child or adult, each will have a unique set of needs (Hannan, Satari, 

Abu & Yunus, 2020). Notbohm and Zysk (2006) indirectly stated some of the familiar 

characteristics and traits of children with Autism. Some of the traits are;   

 

• Their sensory perceptions are disorder  

• Receptive and expressive language and vocabulary can be massive challenges for them  

• They are concrete thinkers which means they interpret language literally  

• They have limited vocabulary. It is always hard for them to express what they feel  

• They are very visually oriented. They learn best through pictures and also repetitions  

• They usually encounter trouble with social interactions  

• They will meltdown and throw tantrums which might have caused by overload senses  
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English for Autism and Its Importance  

 Learning a language is a thorough process (Lord, Brugha, Charman, Cusack, Dumas,  

Frazier & Taylor 2020; Dornyei, 2019) and for children at a preschool level, their process of 

language learning is just a starter. The starter for their language learning should not be taken 

lightly as it plays a significant role when they are about to develop their language learning 

through time. Both parents and teachers play in role in helping learners with Autism with their 

voyage of language learning (Chu, Mohd, Mc Connell, Tan & Joginder, 2020). English language 

learning consists of a few mastery skills namely, reading; writing; speaking; listening; grammar 

and vocabulary. Both learners and educators sometimes tend to forget and ignore the importance 

of English vocabulary development. 

 

 English language is no longer a stranger now in today’s era of globalization. In 

Malaysian context, ESL learning has to become a rising issue in the Malaysian Education 

System (Adan & Hashim 2021). Majority now has gotten full awareness on the importance of 

English language (Symons & Ponzio, 2019). English language is now the global language which 

is used by everyone all around the world. In most developed countries, even English language 

has become the second language that needs to be learned by the learners since preschool. Kaprva 

(2019) in her documentation research on the importance of English in the modern world has 

figured that English language functions as the medium for all aspects of living such as 

globalization, education, career, travel, culture and even in technologies. In the education field, 

English is now a language of education (Chandran & Hashim 2021). Children will start to learn 

English language from preschool up until in their phase tertiary education level. The learning and 

acquisition of English language will provide them with a more significant opportunity for good 

education and a successful career.  

 

 One of the best ways learners with mild Autism can learn best is via images and pictures 

as according to Büyük, Nizam, Akgül and Çamurcu (2019), they are more attracted to images. 

The term related to children with Autism is ‘Social Stories”. Ghanouni et al., (2018), in their 

research, mentioned that social stories play a role as a method of teaching that facilitate the 

understanding of the social context that a child might find difficult to interpret, which leads them 

to have a better learning process. Previous studies have shown that social stories can improve 

understanding social situations, inferring perspectives of others and demonstrating appropriate 

behavior. Satari, Yasin, Toran and Mohamed (2020) believed that early intervention is required 

as early as possible for learners with Autism as it is intended to help learners to master basic 

skills that are appropriate and suitable to the learners’ needs.  

 

Methods  

 This paper employed a qualitative design of research where observation with field notes 

and interviews are used as the instruments. The respondents for this research include forty-five 

learners of Autism and fourteen teachers teaching learners with Autism were involved. This 

research is conducted at two Autism centers in an urban area located in Selangor, Malaysia. The 

learners were in their preschool level of education with the mild condition of Autism with the 

range of age between  7-10 years old. The data collection procedures were conducted through 

observation using field notes as instrument to observe the learning environment of learners with 

Autism. The observation is conducted to observe what are the challenges faced by the learners in 

their ESL learning process. In addition to that, interviews are also conducted with the teachers 
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who are in charge of teaching the learners with Autism. The interviews were conducted to get an 

insight into what the teachers usually face and encounter during their teaching process involving 

the learners with Autism. The interviews were conducted with the teachers who were teaching 

the learners with Autism at the centers. Both observation and interviews conducted were aimed 

to investigate the obstacles faced by both the learners and teachers in their English as secondary 

language learning and teaching process. The data collected from both observation and interviews 

were then analyzed thematically.  

 

Findings 

 The data gathered in this research via observation and interviews were then later 

categorized and discussed thematically into two sub-themes of findings namely; 1. The 

challenges faced by learners with mild Autism in their language learning journey and 2. The 

challenges faced by the teachers concerning to their teaching process. 

 

The Challenges Faced by Learners with Mild Autism in their Language Learning Journey 

 Based on the findings, it can be seen that learners with Autism commonly demonstrate 

difficulties in responding and initiating social interactions. They usually struggle to provide 

responses and interact with other people. Due to their cognitive disabilities, most learners with 

Autism struggle to acquire new vocabulary. Learners with Autism mostly tend to grasp English 

language faster than their mother tongue language. According to the Special Education field 

expert, learners with Autism will acquire English words and language more quickly due to the 

linguistic aspect of English language. In comparison to the other languages, English language is 

more straightforward and has less amount of syllables which makes it even easier for learners 

with Autism to grasp the language. Regardless, learners with Autism still encounter difficulties 

in learning and acquiring the language as the process is not a straightforward process for every 

learner. Every learner has their own styles of learning, also preferences in acquiring a language 

primarily English language. This applies the same to the learners with Autism. They also learn 

differently and each one of them differs in terms of learning styles and learning preferences.  

 

 The findings have also gathered that learning can be a very challenging process for 

children with Autism at their early childhood phase due to their cognitive disability. As children 

with Autism are primarily visual learners, one of the best ways they can learn best is via images 

and pictures. The term related to learners with Autism is ‘Social Stories”. Social stories play a 

role as a method of teaching to help facilitate the understanding of the social context that a child 

might find difficult to interpret.  

 

The Challenges Faced by the Teachers in regard to their Teaching Process 

 Teachers play a crucial role in teaching children with Autism. Due to the different 

behaviors and characteristics of Autism learners, the findings have gathered that some teachers 

struggle in trying to personalize the teaching and learning materials depending on the learner’s 

preferences. Sometimes, due to time constraint and teachers shortage, teachers in charge need to 

be able to try to adapt and adopt the materials depending on the learners’ preferences. Teachers 

also sometimes need to customize their own materials in order to get the learners’ motivation and 

attention to learn. The findings have figured out that teachers face this issue as they find it tiring 

to keep on repeating the teaching and learning process every day. The tear and wear condition of 
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the hardcopy teaching aids handmade by the teachers are to be regarded as not one of the best 

teaching and learning aids for learners with Autism.  

 

Discussion 

 Based on all the findings gathered on the challenges faced by both teachers and learners 

with Autism in their teaching and learner process, it is evident that they encounter struggles that 

need to be taken into consideration by related parties. Khowaja et al., (2019) in their research 

mentioned how the American Psychiatric Association defined autism spectrum disorder. 

According to them, Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurological disorder due to which 

diagnosed child may face difficulty in social communication or have a repeated or restricted set 

of behaviors. Buyuk et al., (2019) also believed that learners with Autism are mostly visual 

strategy learners and they tend to learn better through pictures and images. Previous studies have 

shown that social stories can improve understanding social situations, inferring perspectives of 

others and demonstrating appropriate behavior among learners with Autism. In conjunction to 

that, it is believed that a developed module that consists of social stories and images will help to 

increase learners with Autism’s motivation and interest in the language learning 

process. Notbohm (2005) agreed that Autism is a highly complex disorder and learners with 

Autism indeed differ among them and each one of them behaves differently and prefers different 

things. In addition to that, another trait of children with Autism is that they learn through 

repetitions (Skewes et al., 2020).  

 

Conclusion and Implication 

 As a global language, the importance and use of English language can no longer be 

denied. Both mainstream learners and learners with Autism can practice English language in 

their life in the long run. Education in today’s world should involve everyone including special 

needs learners. Learners with Autism are believed to be able to get the same treatment and 

inclusion as mainstream learners. There has not been much spotlight given to both teachers who 

are involved with the learners with Autism and the learners with Autism themselves in trying to 

understand their ESL teaching and learning process. In the effort of bridging the gap and 

providing equality of education to both mainstream learners and learners with Autism, the very 

least thing is to get an insight of their world and find out of the challenges and obstacles in their 

ESL learning. The findings gathered from this paper can be helpful to provide related parties; 

policymakers, teachers and even parents to have an idea of what its like in the world of learners 

with Autism which then, helps them to be able to provide these learners with more opportunities 

to improve their learning journey. This research proposes to provide an insight into what learners 

with Autism and the teachers face in their journey of learning, also teaching English as a 

secondary language. 
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